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Dedication

To the Entrepreneur, a man who, like the Marines, gets more done by nine a.m. than most people do all day. I dedicate this to you for your tireless energy, your thoughtful suggestions, and your endless support.


Chapter One

“Truth can build and destroy in the same breath.”



Planet Windmere, main compound, 2478

Blindfolded, gagged, shackled hand and foot, Remarkably Average Mary stood still as she listened to her captor.

His voice edged low, acerbic, mocking. “This bit of fluff forced the bounty hunter to bind, gag and blind?”

Another man answered, conciliatory yet condescending. “He had no choice, Commander.”

So far, that’s all anyone had called the man she’d been caught stealing from. The title didn’t narrow the field of who he might be. Lots of egotistical freaks liked to be called commander.

Sniffing deep, she got a curious whiff of old worn leather, lemon-oiled wood and her own body. Beyond that, the tang of metal and processed air. She heard machines throbbing, cycling, in the background as the two men discussed her.

Using all her honed senses, she counted four men aft; cotton, canvas and well-oiled guns, backed by heavy breathing. Definitely at least four men standing behind her, but she heard more people in the room. A big room, by the way sounds echoed.

She didn’t know what to expect, but prospects for her survival dimmed. When she felt fingers fumbling at her gag, she lashed out with her only weapon—teeth.

The probing hand retreated, removing her gag.

“If you attempt to bite me again, I’ll have your face shackled too,” Commander said. “Understand?”

Tilting her blindfolded head as if she could see him, she took back one of her best weapons—her mouth. “Stop sticking your hand in my face, and I won’t try to bite it.”

After a pause, he offered, “I could stuff the gag back in.”

She didn’t want that filthy rag back in her mouth. If she’d kept her trap shut, the bounty hunter wouldn’t have shoved the damn thing in her face in the first place.

“I’m going to remove your blindfold. No biting. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she hissed. “I’m bound, not brainless, you jackass.”

After another long pause, he said, “Yes, Commander.”

She straightened and grinned. “Thanks for the promotion. I always wanted to be a commander.”

With a yank, her blindfold came away. She blinked as her eyes adjusted to bright light. She stood in an immense room filled with computers, operational panels, armed guards, and the most handsome man she’d ever seen in her life. Short and rather dull till now. Her life, not him. Commander—it could only be he—towered over her bound body. Red silk. Black leather. Seven solid feet of male.

Breathless, she gasped. “Oh-my-God.”

Her captor narrowed sparkling golden-brown eyes. “You will address me as Commander. Comprende?” Long, tall, firm and fit, he reclined against the edge of his mahogany desk, yet still seemed to threaten.

“Sí, señor.” She snickered with false bravado.

“Pardon me?” His cold tone reminded her that he could kill her with a snap of his fingers.

“Pardon me, Co-man-duuur.” When she bowed, her plastimetal shackles rubbed together with a musical sound.

“Maybe she’s too stupid to be afraid,” said a man with dusty blond hair and mossy-green eyes. He stood six and a half feet tall and weighed a good two-forty.

“Why should I be afraid of you?” Dismissing him before he could answer, she glared at her captor. “You’re obviously afraid of me.”

Commander tilted her a slight, sardonic smile filled with perfect teeth. “How do you figure that?”

“I’m the one shackled hand and foot with four guards on me.”

Unfurling like a great flag, Commander pushed away from the desk that dominated the middle of the room. Towering, bigger than any tree on Taiga, he smiled condescendingly down into her face. “I see I’m going to have to make it abundantly clear to you who’s in charge.”

She looked him over from his bare feet to his face. Only an idiot would doubt who stood in charge at the moment. She worked her exhausted body and her sleep-deprived brain into gear.

“What’re you going to do? Beat me up while I’m chained?” She inhaled, tasting the tang of his cologne. When she found the maddening scent distracting, she leaned back. “That really won’t impress your men. It wouldn’t impress me, either, but then again, my opinion of you couldn’t get much lower.”

A smile hinted about his face. “A bandit with a smart mouth.”

“I’m not a bandit.” She knew what she did and why. Glory to the cause overshadowed a vulgar truth.

“What would you call someone caught red-handed with a shipment of goods that didn’t belong to them?”

She touched her tongue to her lips. “Unlucky?”

One corner of his mouth pulled up in a quirky half grin. “Still makes you a bandit. An unlucky bandit, but a bandit nonetheless.” His penetrating gaze made her feel naked.

“I didn’t steal. I—liberated.” Reduced to arguing semantics, she looked away from him.

“A modern-day Robin Hood. Pray tell, good lady, why did you liberate my goods?”

She shut her mouth tight and scowled at his marble floor.

“I’ll make you a deal, Remarkably Average Mary.”

Suspicion narrowed her eyes and her scowl deepened. He mocked her, just like everyone else. If he thought she would live up to her nickname, he was fooling himself. And he had her permission to do so. “What deal?”

“My Runner told me he had a difficult time subduing you.” Graceful as a cat, he moved to stand close enough for her to touch. Clinging Dardinian silk and smoldering Byzantine leather echoed every part of a dangerous male body. He not only showed himself off with the most expensive fabrics in the Void, but he made it clear she would be an utter ass to challenge him physically. “The bounty hunter said you’re well versed in the forbidden arts.”

Karate, Tae Kwon Do, Jujitsu—she knew street fighting too. Hands, feet, teeth, whatever she had. Whatever it took. Just knowing how to fight could get her thrown in jail.

“So? Fighting isn’t a crime—oh, wait. Yes, it is. But so is possession of IWOG goods.” She sneered. “If you turn me in, you’ll have a lot more explaining to do than I will.”

“I have no intention of turning you in.” A dark challenge filled his gaze. “I’m going to unshackle you.”

Her mouth dropped open. He was going to let her go? Hope dried up as fast as it spurted. “Unshackle me and then what?”

“We fight.” He moved back to sit on the edge of his desk.

Incredulous, she gaped at him for several moments before her eyes narrowed. “Fight for what?”

“If you win, I set you free. If I win, you tell me why you were stealing my goods.”

A shiver of fear ran from the tips of her bound hands to the toes of her bound feet. He had a foot in height and at least a hundred pounds of muscle on her. Not only that, but he had a solid ton of armed guard in the room.

“You really want to fight me?”

“Afraid?”

Swallowing a lump in her throat, she lifted her chin. “For you, yes. I wouldn’t want to embarrass you in front of your men by kicking your ass.” Nothing like flaming arrogance to mask trembling fear.

He flashed her a wicked smile. “You’re mighty impressed with yourself.”

“Look who’s talking.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you think I believe for half a second you’ll actually keep your word?” She laughed in his face. “You’re as likely to set me free as you are to set fire to yourself.”

His eyes blazed brighter than a flash grenade.

“She’s sounding more and more like Kraft,” the dusty blond said.

“Who?” She glared at Commander. “Kraft? She the last woman you abducted?”

Commander pulled back ever so slightly, and she pounced.

“Is this how you get your jollies? Hiring Runners to bring you women to fight with?” She let out a long sigh. “You know, there are a lot of hobbies in this wide old Void. Since you seem to like spreading fertilizer, you and your pack of boot-licking toadies should try gardening.”

Commander smiled, but it looked forced. “Take my deal or not. Decide.”

She assessed him. Just because he was bigger didn’t mean he would automatically win. His cocky attitude could be an attempt to psych her out. What would her hero, and secret fantasy lover, Overlord, do in this situation?

Fight it out.

Even if Commander didn’t keep his word, she’d have one hell of a hold over him if she won. If being the operative word. If she won, she would grind her victory in his face until he became so disgusted he’d force her to leave.

“Deal.”

His guards didn’t even have to clear the floor space. She could hold a barn dance for the entire village of Pine Glenn with room to spare in his office. One of his men came forward to melt the plastimetal shackles off her wrists and ankles. Even though her hands and feet throbbed, she crouched into a fighting stance—feet shoulder-width apart, her arms up, open and ready.

“Take a moment to work out the kinks.” Commander watched her with amused eyes as he leaned against his desk. He didn’t even ready himself. He mocked her by observing her stance and deliberately relaxing his.

Using the moment to yank off her battered boots and ratty socks, she let her bare feet grip hard against the cool marble floor. Did he know that gave her a tremendous advantage? If he did, he didn’t seem to care.

“Mighty kind of you, considering I’ve been shackled for two days on your orders.” Maybe she could shame him out of an actual fight.

“Granted.” He acknowledged the truth of her dig. “You didn’t give the bounty hunter any other option.”

Smiling sweetly, she said, “Your Runner is lucky all he got was a knee in the nuts. If I’d had more leverage, I would’ve slammed his testicles straight up to his tonsils.”

A quickly stifled laugh sounded behind her as Commander’s intense gaze sharpened.

“Captive or no, I’m not a doormat. For anyone.” She settled into a fighting stance. “You want to fight me? Fine. You want to gear up first, or will you be wearing your fancy silk-and-leather threads?”

He laughed so hard he rolled back against his desk and clutched his sides. “You are worth every bit you’ve ever stolen from me and triple what I paid to bring you here.”

She wanted to sink into the floor. He laughed, like everyone. Who would take a woman nicknamed Remarkably Average Mary seriously? Imagining every nasty Pine Glenn inhabitant who’d ever flung the name at her, she squared her shoulders.

“Laugh all you want, but I swear I’ll pin you. F’idiot.”

“Explain to me that word.” He stopped laughing long enough to ask.

“F’idiot? F-ing idiot. Reverse contraction. You think I’m nothing? I’m not nothing. Laugh all you want, but we’ll see.” She knew he’d crush her, had not one doubt about it, but she’d make him earn it. “I’m not going down without a fight.”

“Indeed.” He considered her no more than an annoyance, a pesky no-see-um. He stepped toward her with aplomb, leaving his big body wide open for an attack. “Would you like a day of rest before we begin?”

She looked from his mighty bare feet to his massive bare hands. He could snap her like a twig. “Aren’t you the generous host?”

“If I am not, you will claim the fight unfair.”

“So you say.” Standing tall, she dropped her hands to her hips. “I think you’re afraid to fight me.” She couldn’t believe such blatant bullhocky had just come out of her own mouth.

With one long stride, he stood right in front of her and peered down into her face. “You know, we don’t have to fight at all.” He cupped her chin with a possessive hand.

When she felt herself melting into his touch, she knew she had to act. She stomped on his instep and rammed the heel of her hand hard into his chest. He let out a whoosh of air, then a gasp of pain as her palm blasted an inch shy of his solar plexus.

He crashed into the sharp corner of his important desk.

The massive chunk of mahogany screeched across the marble tiles, but kept him upright long enough for him to grab her shirt and yank her down with him.

She landed atop him.

Fumbling, she got her knees on his hands but didn’t have the leverage to keep him down. He rolled over, taking her with him in a tight bear hug. His body squashed her flat to the floor. She grabbed his hair but couldn’t get a solid purchase on the short, silky strands.

“I’ve got you pinned.” Commander grinned down at her, his face close enough to kiss.

“No, you don’t. ’Sides, I pinned you first.” She smashed her hand up, below his chin, flipping his head back. Shoving against his chest, she wriggled out from under him and crawled away but didn’t get far.

He grabbed her ankle, yanked her flat and then flipped her over, landing her on her back with a thump that knocked the wind out of her.

Hand over hand, he dragged her body across the slick marble floor until he pinned her hands down with his knees and settled himself on her chest.

“A bandit who fights dirty. What a surprise.” He didn’t even breathe hard as he smiled down at her.

Unable to breathe at all, she struggled against a body hard as durosteel.

“Yield.”

“No!” What should have been a loud vocal belt of indignation came out as a pathetic squeak.

“I could sit here all day, Mary. Yield.”

She wanted to let fly a string of expletives, but she couldn’t get enough air. In the end, she nodded.

He got off her and offered her a hand up. She stood, grabbed his wrist, turned, but he’d expected her move. He twisted his body the same direction until he stood behind her.

Wrapping his arm around her neck, he squeezed.

Her vision swam gray. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, and blackness edged her consciousness.

“You’re good.” He released her and let her slump to the floor. “You’ve been studying fighting for what, five years?”

“Ten.” The one word came out in a squeaky, pained gasp. She’d studied the forbidden books but rarely had the opportunity to put her forbidden arts into actual practice. Just her luck to run into a man who put them into practice on a daily basis.

“Ten?” He sounded surprised. “I’ve been doing so for twenty.”

He offered her a hand up. She pushed it away and stood, brushing herself off. Not that a tumble on the pristine floor could do more damage to her battered clothes.

Commander shoved his desk back into place and settled into his chair behind it. From the way he moved, her blows hadn’t hurt him much, if at all.

“Now, tell me why you liberated my goods.”

“Those goods don’t belong to you any more than they belong to me.” Unwilling to meet his incisive gaze, she kept her attention on the gold-veined marble floor while using her peripheral vision to find the nearest exit. Over sixteen guards blocked her path to the ornate double-hung doors.

“I’m probably going to regret this, but how do you figure that?” Commander’s voice sounded like velvet-covered gravel, rumbling and smooth.

“You’re not a member of the InnerWorld Government,” she said. “You’re not IWOG.”

“No.”

“Those goods are.” She looked at him then, full in the face. “If I’m a bandit, so are you.”

“I never said I wasn’t.” He leaned back. “You’re the one who has a hard time admitting what you are, not me.”

“And just what are you, Co-man-dur? I don’t know any bandit with enough script to hire a triple-platinum Runner.”

“Let’s just say I’m a very successful bandit.”

“Yeah-huh. How good can you be when I’ve been picking your pockets for five years?”

Commander almost snarled as he gripped the edges of his desk. “You really think it’s wise to remind me of how long you’ve been a thorn in my side?”

She looked around his vast office. Wealth and power oozed from every corner. Holoplas screens for windows, banks of sensors, hand-carved mahogany furniture, gilded frames around genuine oil paintings, barely trod oriental rugs, and guards practically up her ass.

Pointedly, she asked, “How much of a thorn could I have been?” She eyed his guard and considered a blitz. If she could get her hands on a gun, she might be able to fight her way out.

As if he read her mind, Commander said, “Duster, give her your gun.”

With a grin, the dusty blond tossed her his rifle.

She caught and inspected the weapon. Slim-Shot Thirty with hollow-point ammunition—rounds designed for horrific destruction of human flesh. Coffin fillers. Too bad the goods she’d swiped from him had never included any of these.

She considered. Too easy. He wouldn’t just hand over her salvation like this. She inspected the grip of the gun more closely. “Smart guns.” Shaking her head, she tossed the rifle back to Duster. Handing her the weapon had been no more dangerous than handing her a pointed stick.

“Correct. Every weapon on my planet is smart. If you’re not authorized, it won’t operate.”

His planet? “I know what smart guns are.”

“Just wanted to clarify.”

“You mean rub it in.” She folded her arms.

“That too.” He leaned back in his chair with a smug smile on his arrogant face. “Nothing like having your ego taken down a notch. Or in your case, about two dozen.”

His comment stung and she blasted back, “At least I’m doing something with my life. I’m not sitting around a prissy office with a handful of boot-licking toadies doing my dirty work.”

She must have hit a nerve, because his jaw clenched so hard his face turned crimson. If he didn’t kill her, he’d kick her out. Most folks couldn’t stand her vicious tongue after five minutes.

“Mouthy little thing,” Duster said from behind her, his gun once again secure against his shoulder.

“I should have whacked you over the head with your rifle when I had the chance.”

“You’re not going to get the chance now.” Commander stood. “And, since you obviously have no intention of telling me who you’re working for or why, I’m going to have to keep you here until you do.”

He stepped around his desk and slipped a plastimetal bracelet on her wrist. Once her flesh warmed the cool gray link, it molded itself close, seamless and smooth.

“Let me guess.” She sighed. “Combination locator and locker?” Even if she managed to get into a ship, it would do her no good. The ship’s computer would scan the bracelet and instantly lock down. Give her location too.

“Locator, locker and luller.”

“Luller? That’s a new one on me.” She scrutinized her bracelet. Keeping up with technology had never been her strong suit. On a backwater world like Taiga, she didn’t even have electricity in her cabin, but she knew weapons. Far as she knew, a plastimetal bracelet wasn’t a weapon.

“You attack me again, and it’ll pump you full of Baka.”

Swallowing hard, she looked down at her bracelet with horror. Baka was the most dangerous drug in the Void. One dose would make her screaming crazy, but only in her own mind. To the outside world, she’d become a drooling vegetable. Nothing guaranteed her passivity more than the threat of Baka.

“I think you and I are beginning to understand one another.”

She hung her head. “I’m beginning to understand that you’re a ruthless bastard.”

Commander cupped her chin, lifted her face and peered at her for a long time. He just stood there looking down, breathing deep and steady. She didn’t dare flinch. Baka hung on her wrist. He lowered his mouth a breath from hers.

“What did you call me?”

She trembled, partly with fear, but also with a strange flush of excitement. Do I have some twisted submissive bent in me? Something about his dominance excited her. In turn, her excitement embarrassed her. He’d succeeded in doing exactly what he set out to do. He made it perfectly clear who was in charge, and it sure as spit wasn’t her.

“I called you a—Commander.”

“You’re a quick study.” He pulled back, flashing her a quirky half grin.

“Death is a remarkable motivator.”

“Tell me what you live for.”

“I may be a bandit, but I am not a traitor.”

“We’ll see.” He leaned close. If he moved just a bit, he would kiss her.

Simultaneously, lights and alarms went off. At first, she thought they were in her mind, but the entire office surged with activity.

“Get her out of here, Duster. I’ll take care of this.”

As Commander turned to the operational panels, Duster hustled her from the room. Side by side, they walked down a wide hall paved with polished blue-veined marble. Duster’s sharp-shined boots clacked cadence to her silent bare feet. At the middle of the hallway, he turned right, strode forward and stiff-armed aside a set of doors twenty feet tall.

Mary entered a vast room that looked like a grand ballroom from a medieval picture book. Huge pillars held up a fifty-foot-high, fresco-laden ceiling from which crystal chandeliers dangled on thick, golden chains. Sumptuous velvet-covered couches and chairs flanked dark wood tables. Clusters of them littered the sides of the room. Between each massive pair of pillars loomed a huge, elaborately rococo door, eight of them, pastel hues hinting at the colors beyond. Across from the row of pillars and doors stood a line of twenty-foot-high windows that reflected the room back at her in wavy shapes.

“What the hell is this place?” It was the most disgustingly opulent room she had ever seen.

“Your prison.” Duster yanked the doors closed.

“You scum-sucking sycophant!” She twisted and pulled on the gigantic gold doorknobs.

“Access denied,” a lush female voice said.

Mary looked around. “Hello?” Her voice echoed.

“How can I serve you?”

“Who are you?”

“I am House. How can I serve you?”

“You could let me the hell out of here.” Commander must be the most successful bandit in the Void to have a techno-house.

“You are not permitted to leave.”

She glanced at her bracelet. Would it inject her if she tried to smash her way out? It might. Any aggressive move might trigger a dose of Baka. “I can’t do a thing if I’m dead.”

“Are you in need of medical care?”

“No. Shut up, stupid House. I need to think.” Everything had gone to hell in two days. She’d had a bad feeling about that last haul, and her intuition had been dead-on. Who leaves 5K of goods unattended? Someone setting a trap, that’s who. But she’d needed the goods so badly, she’d decided to take the risk.

“And now, it’s all over.” Five years, a hundred plans, the fate of millions… Her shoulders slumped with the weight of her obligations.

Commander wanted to know who she was working for and why. As soon as she told him, he wouldn’t have a compelling reason to keep her alive. Therefore, she would live as long as she didn’t tell him, and all she had to do was escape.

She looked around. “Who am I kidding?” Flinging herself down on a puffy velvet couch, she dropped her head into her filthy hands. “I have no chance at all.”

If she managed to get the bracelet off without getting killed, she had to find her way to a ship without getting killed. Then, she had to get the ship airborne without getting killed. After that, she had to get home to Taiga without getting killed. Never good at math, she didn’t think she needed it to calculate the odds.

“A billion to one. In favor of me getting killed.”


Chapter Two

“Commander, an IWOG ship has breached the first perimeter,” one of his guards informed him after Duster hustled Mary out of base command.

“Just one?” He considered the news as he gazed at his favorite painting. Vivid strokes of bold color conveyed a battered and bloody warrior in the midst of carnage. There was such a look of Pyrrhic victory on the conqueror’s face.

“Yes, Commander. One IWOG scout ship.”

“Course?” he asked, still immersed in his prized painting. Casual swipes of thick oil paint in crimson, orange and black captured a simultaneous moment of victory, defeat and revenge in the making.

“Parabolic course.” After checking another scanner, the guard added, “The ship will sweep past Windmere by way of Midas.”

As all his guards riveted their attention to the multitude of sensors, he pondered why the IWOG would send only one scout ship. Kamikaze or reconnaissance?

Duster entered the room and scrutinized the displays. “Suicide run?” He leaned over the nearest op-pan. Scanners tracked the vessel approaching Midas, one of the two moons orbiting Windmere.

“Indeed.” One blast could obliterate the ship into powerless fragments. Stroking his chin, still considering his painting, he rolled his eyes as a burst of insight struck. At his command, a face popped into focus on the main holoplas screen.

“Commander?”

“IWOG scan attempt. Implement EMF pulse.”

“Yes, Commander.”

From Midas, a powerful electromagnetic force blasted the ship with radio frequencies. Consumed with high-tech trickery, the IWOG had forgotten to protect themselves from this ancient, low-tech device. The EMF jammed everything electronic onboard their ship.

“When you figure they’re gonna realize they’d best leave off messing with us?” Duster deployed a crew to capture the disabled ship.

“Never. I think they like bashing their collective heads into a brick wall.” He looked at his painting again. Pyrrhic victory; triumph gained at a ruinous cost. His quest for independence had come true, but the price had been enormous.

The interruption annoyed him. He wanted to play with his latest puzzle, the ever more perplexing Bandit of Taiga. In the face of overwhelming odds, she’d been fierce, aggressive, and determined to fight to the bitter end in an effort to protect herself and her secret goal. He’d never encountered such an infuriating spitfire, or a woman who so fully embodied the concept of a Pyrrhic victory.

“You’d think they’d get sick of being made fools of and go away.” Duster popped a crackleseed between his teeth.

“They’ll come at us until we surrender.” The InnerWorld Government lusted after the riches in heavy metals on Windmere. The IWOG also wanted his head and offered a 20Mil bounty for the capture of Michael “Overlord” Parker.

He was wanted for murder, piracy, book smuggling, and a host of sundry nastiness. But the IWOG didn’t have any idea what he looked like. Not even a sketch graced the warrants posted throughout the Void.

“You’re the only man to ever successfully fight off an IWOG invasion,” Duster said. “On the OuterWorlds, the WAG holds you up as a hero.”

“Villain or hero. I guess that about sums me up.”

“Mary seems inclined to think of you as the former.”

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary.” Michael touched his chest, his chin, wondering if the bruises from her blows were visible yet. “Hell of a fighter.”

“Not as good as Kraft.” Duster munched crackleseeds with neat efficiency.

“I’m not as good as Kraft.” Michael admitted the truth without one bit of shame. “She’s the one who taught me.”

“Do you still—”

“Let’s find out if Mary is enjoying her palatial prison.” He cut Duster off the touchy subject of Kraft with practiced finesse. “House, show me Mary.”

An audio and visual link, audvid, sprang to life and filled every holoplas screen in base command with the image of Mary sleeping on one of the burgundy fainting couches in the main room of House. Even asleep, she looked ready for a fight. But when he ordered House to zoom in, he discovered smudged hollows below her eyes and aristocratic cheekbones. Exhaustion and hunger darkened her refined beauty.

“Nash said she didn’t sleep for the two days he had her on the Damn You.”

Michael pondered the concern he heard in Duster’s voice. Leaning near, he took a wide sniff to read the scent from his Master-of-Arms. Lavender distress. Over Mary.

The emotional scent of Duster clarified when he added, “Nash said she didn’t eat, either.”

“Do you have a point?” Michael injected ice into his tone, as if he hadn’t noticed her vulnerable state. He was a cad for even thinking of challenging her to a fight, let alone doing so.

“This isn’t a game anymore. This is a woman.” Duster dropped his voice a notch. “I never should have bothered you with something so minor.”

“You bring her to my attention as a challenging puzzle, then think I should give up before I solve it?” Michael chuckled as he leaned against his desk. “You know me better than that.”

“You want to know why.”

Michael nodded.

“Can’t you just give her the old sniff test?” Duster asked. “You’re the emotichemical perceptionist. Read her.”

“Her scent is…conflicted. I can’t read her. Besides, there are other ways to unravel the mysterious Mary.”

After a groan, Duster said, “Trust me, I’m sorry I brought her to your attention at all. You had to spend at least five times what she stole to hire Nash.”

“Granted.” Actually, he’d spent nine times. “Your point?”

“The math on that sucks, which makes me think your ego is bent over the fact she eluded you for a year.”

“She taunted me for a year.” Michael turned his gaze to the small holoplas screen embedded in his desk. “Sneaky little bandit. Stealing table scraps from all the ships in the black-market trade route.” He traced his finger along her face, and he smiled a bit when she turned her head closer, as if she could actually feel his caress. “Clever little bandit. Five years of getting away with her scheme, and then, when finally caught, she remains at large. For I still don’t know why.”

Whatever her cause, she would rather die than give up her secrets. Her stalwart stance fascinated him. She’d been terrified, yet couldn’t stop antagonizing him. He’d never met anyone with a mouth like hers, and he wanted to seduce the scowl right off her determined face.

“I think you just wanted to find out what kind of a person could best you for so long.” Duster popped a seed and tucked the spent pods into a vest pocket.

“Indeed.” Michael offered no argument. He’d pursued the Bandit of Taiga because of blatant curiosity, a puzzle to distract himself from perpetual mourning.

“Wanna explain to me why you offered to fight her?”

“I don’t know.” Mary had a gleam in her velvet-brown eyes, something longing to surrender, and it called loudly to that part of him longing to control. Not in a brutal, vicious way, but in a deeply sensual way. He never expected her to take him up on his offer, let alone attack him in a sudden, screaming burst. Like a caged animal suddenly free, Mary fought harder than anyone he’d ever known. What she lacked in skill, she more than made up for with ferocity.

“What if she would have kicked your ass?” Duster asked.

“I would have let her go.” Michael didn’t believe his own words. Her scent—floral, citrus, dark earth and a shock of conflicted spices—confused and compelled him. Mary was unique in being the first person he couldn’t read.

“You shouldn’t have fought with her in the first place.”

Unmistakable concern in Duster’s voice compelled Michael to take another deep breath. Lavender mixed with narcissus clarified that Duster felt responsible for Mary since he presented her as a puzzle.

“I shouldn’t have fought with her because she’s a woman?” Michael grinned. “Are your issues with women showing?”

“No.” Duster flashed him a guilty sidelong glance. “Nothing’s more dangerous than a woman with nothing to lose.”

“Maybe that’s why I did.” Michael sat on the edge of his desk, his arms folded, one long leg swinging easily, his eyes riveted on the main holoplas screen. “I think Mary has an awful lot to lose. She’s on a mission. She’s not liberating my goods for herself.”

After a chuckle, Duster asked, “How do you figure that?”

“Look at what she’s wearing.” Michael pointed to the main holoplas. “Homespun brown shirt and pants. The only weapon she had on her was a knife. Nash said she lived in a shack on Taiga that didn’t even have running water.” He shook his head. “If she’s selling my goods, she’s not keeping the money for herself.”

“Didn’t Nash find out what she was up to?” Duster fished through the stack of papers on the desk.

“He thought if he caught her, she’d spill.” Michael plucked the bounty hunter’s report out of the heap and handed it to Duster.

After a quick read, Duster laughed. “Gee, wasn’t he wrong.”

Michael pinched the bridge of his nose and uttered a pained sigh. “The only thing she spilled was vulgarity. Remarkably Average Mary has a remarkably vast vocabulary. Nash said he’s never heard such creative use of multilingual expletives in his life. He offered a transcript, but I declined.”

“How long is the transcript?” Duster asked.

“Over thirty pages.”

“Of just her swearing?” Duster sounded shocked and somewhat impressed.

“Mary only stopped when Nash gagged her.”

“Is that when she bit his finger?”

Michael nodded. “Had to pay hazard for that.” He could easily picture Mary spewing foul words as she sat bound in a cell on the Damn You. For some insane reason, he found the image charming. Endearing, even.

“I get the hazard payment, what with Nash’s bit finger and his crushed cojones, but why did you pay him bonus?” Duster flipped to the payout page and his jaw dropped. “Why did you pay Nash triple the contract total in bonus?”

“Nash refrained from killing her even though he desperately wanted to. He offered me triple if I let him kill the Bandit of Taiga. He didn’t mention the package was a woman at that time. I refused, offering him triple as a bonus if he succeeded. And he did. So I paid him.”

“You didn’t know the Bandit of Taiga was a woman until—”

“You hauled her into my office. Bound, gagged and blindfolded.” Shocked delight had filled him when he discovered his vexing target to be a wicked vixen. “When Nash called the package Remarkably Average Mary, I thought he demeaned a man by calling him a Mary.”

“Surprise, surprise.” Duster tossed aside the report. With a sheepish grin, he used his eclip to request the transcript. “I like the records to be complete, and we might learn something.”

“New swears.”

“Knowledge is power.” Duster tucked his eclip to a vest pocket and pulled out a handful of seeds. “What are you gonna do with the foul-mouthed, albeit lovely, lady Mary?”

“You think she’s lovely?” Michael considered her over the audvid. Disheveled chestnut-brown hair swept over her brow. Even in sleep, a frown darkened her delicately strong face.

“Seems to have all the right parts in all the right places.” Duster considered her. “A bit young. Obviously not a lady in the true sense of the word but, yeah, she’s pretty.” He paused on a sucking breath. “Oh, don’t tell me.”

“What?”

“You got eyes for her?” Duster sounded horrified.

“Mary is one hell of an enticing puzzle.” And he wanted to unravel every bit of her.

“She’s a kid.” Cold and low, Duster took a stand with the tone of his voice and the metallic note of his scent.

“Twenty-five.” Michael nodded to the report. “Four years younger than you. She’s no kid.”

“She’s thirteen years younger than you.”

“Let me know when you get close to having a point.” Michael didn’t enjoy reminders of how fast forty was coming at him.

“For once, do yourself a favor.” Duster popped apart a seed. “Try picking a woman who actually likes you, Michael. One you haven’t fought with.”

Rubbing his tender jaw, he gazed at the audvid of Mary and asked, “What would be the challenge in that?”


Chapter Three

Mary bolted upright, incensed she’d fallen asleep when she must focus on escape.

“Hungry?”

She jumped into a fighting stance.

Six feet away, Commander sat in an ornate chair, drinking clear brown liquid from a bulbous crystal glass.

“Or would you like a brandy before dinner?”

His relaxed posture trivialized her intensity, and she forced herself to calm down. “What’s brandy?”

Sleek eyebrows drew up. “Distilled wine.”

“A spirit, like whisky? I’ll have a shot.”

With smooth grace, he unfurled his long body from the chair, moved to a cabinet and poured her a small glass of brandy.

She watched him intently. His body had all the pent-up energy and grace of a wolf. Aggressively sexy. She shook her head to drive away the unwelcome thought.

When he handed her the glass, their fingers touched, and a shiver of fear and desire ran through her. Pushing down the conflicting feelings, she sniffed at the glass and winced back.

“Cup the glass with your palm to warm—”

She swallowed the alcohol in one gulp.

He regarded her with a dismayed frown.

“What?” She tilted her head to stare back at him.

“Nothing.” Military-short hair glinted under the lights when he shook his head. “House, let Cook know we’re ready for dinner.”

“Yes, Commander,” the mechanically lush voice of House responded.

Mary rolled her eyes. “Even your House sucks up to you.”

“Pardon me?”

“Don’t you have a name?”

“As I said, you will address me as Commander.”

“And folks say I have delusions of grandeur.” She set her empty glass on the nearest table.

“What folks?”

“Tell me your name and I might tell you who.” She put her hands on her hips.

“So this time you’ll keep your word?”

She wanted to hurl the glass at him, but the weight of the bracelet reminded her why she couldn’t.

“You didn’t the last time.” He swirled the glass in his palm, then sipped. “As I recall, if I won, you were supposed to tell me who you were working for and why.”

“Like you really would have let me go.” Standing as tall as she could, she felt suicidal for continuing to challenge him, but she also couldn’t back down without losing face.

“A moot point,” he said softly. “I won. You lost.”

“Yeah-huh. I remember.” Flushed from embarrassment, with a shot of potent liquor on a three-day empty stomach, she swayed a bit on her feet. “Are we going to eat or chat, Co-man-dur?”

He frowned at the deliberate insult of his title. Red Dardinian silk pulled taut across his massive shoulders as he swirled the mahogany liquid in his glass. “This bodes well for a pleasant meal.”

“You don’t like my attitude, you can always cut me loose.” She prayed he would take that option soon.

“I will when you tell me what I want to know.” He tipped his glass to her.

“Then strap yourself in for a wild ride, bucko. No matter how much booze you pour down my throat, I have no intention of telling you jack.” Seemed the alcohol went straight to the smart-mouth reflex in her brain.

“Really?” He set his glass next to hers and moved close.

She raised her arm in defense.

“Don’t be a fool, Mary.” He nodded to the plastimetal bracelet around her wrist.

Reminded, she lowered her arm and stood still, peering up into his beautiful eyes. Why did she want to kiss him as much as she wanted to kick him? “You really are a royal bastard.”

He lowered his lips a breath from hers. “So I’ve been told.”

With his body so close, she became aware of how good he smelled, like pine and lemon. When she felt her body react in a way that was entirely opposite of her brain, she stepped back, stumbling on the velvet couch.

He looked down at her sprawled form. “I was only going to offer you my arm.”

“Don’t you need that?” She righted herself, fighting down a blush. “I’d look damn stupid with three arms.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose and let out an irritated sigh. “I offered my arm to lead you into the dining room.”

Proud of herself for getting under his skin so easily, she said, “Unless you broke my leg while I was asleep, I can manage.”

She followed him into a room fifty times the size of her cabin on Taiga. A sheet of white linen, wider and longer than the main street of Pine Glenn, covered a table that could easily hold two hundred people. Elaborate gilded china and delicate fluted glasses were set with careful precision on the closest end.

Commander pulled her chair out for her.

Overwhelmed and intimidated, she snidely said, “I think I can figure out how to operate a fancy chair.”

“I merely offered a courtesy.”

“Yeah-huh.” She plunked herself down. He sat to her left, at the head of the table. Lifting her hand, she pointed down the table. “Why don’t you sit at the other end?”

“Because this is where I always sit.”

“Fine, I’ll sit at the other end.” She shoved her chair back, stood and reached for her plate.

He grabbed her wrist. “Sit down and shut up.”

“Or what?” She yanked her arm away from the distracting heat of his touch. “Are you going to send me to bed without supper?”

“If you insist on acting like a child, I’ll find a highchair and strap you to it.”

One look at his face, and she knew he intended to carry out his threat. Since she’d pushed him about as far as she dared, she sat, scooted her chair close and plunked her elbows on the table.

He rang a fragile crystal bell.

She had to bite her lips not to laugh. The gesture looked silly by such a big man.

A chubby young girl wearing a crisp, white uniform entered, wheeling a gold-and-silver serving cart. With quick, sure movements, she placed a shallow bowl of soup before each of them, then left the room, trundling the cart back into the kitchen.

“Magic’s easy when you have servants.” Mary peered dubiously into her bowl. Four wrinkled brown things floated in a light brown swirl with a sprinkling of green bits. “What’s this?”

“Chestnut soup.” He picked up a big gold-and-silver spoon and brought a spoonful to his lips.

She mimicked him. A strange, earthy bitterness laced with a tang of citrus. She’d never tasted anything like it. As soon as the first swallow hit her empty belly, her stomach growled.

Studiously, she ignored the sound and continued eating. Her belly rumbled again. And again. Louder and longer each time.

“If I didn’t know better, I would think you have a wild animal hidden about your person.”

His wry comment made her laugh. “I guess three days’ fast has made my stomach rather vocal.”

“Are you okay?” He leaned close, solicitous and intent.

Disturbed by his concern, she moved back. “Don’t worry. I won’t erupt all over your fancy table.” She patted her tummy. “That is the sound of gratitude, not gagitude.” Lifting her bowl to her lips, she finished her soup and used her sleeve to wipe her mouth.

He set his spoon down with a sigh.

“What?” She eyed the table. She hadn’t broken anything, not yet anyway, and she’d refrained from licking the bowl clean. Plus, she’d left all the silverware. She’d made no effort to steal it. Well, not yet, at any rate.

“Napkin. Ever heard of one?”

Her gaze darted around the table. “Nope.”

He pointed at the pretty spray of red fabric in a long-stemmed wineglass.

“Oh.” She plucked the napkin out and swabbed it liberally across her face. “It looked like a decoration.”

He rang the crystal bell again and, as before, the chubby girl trundled in the cart, whisked away their soup dishes, deposited two tiny plates and then disappeared.

“Like magic.” The food looked like a bright orange mountain saturated with yellow lava. A sprig of green sat on the peak like a lone tree. “What—”

“Haddock and carrot molds with vermouth sauce.”

She nodded, understanding carrot but not the rest. Using his small fork, he lifted the tree from the top and cut into the orange mountain. She followed suit. Fishy, yet carrot-sweet, the stuff didn’t taste very good. After one gagging bite, she set her fork aside.

“This course is not pleasing to you?”

“Do I have to eat it?” If he told her to eat the glop or wear it, she’d opt for putting it on her head.

“No.” He rang the bell.

While the girl exchanged plates, he poured a clear yellow wine into their glasses.

This time, she recognized everything on her plate: chicken, green beans and buttered pasta. She lifted the leg of chicken and took a big bite. It smelled and tasted like oranges. Her mouth watered, and she took another bite before she’d finished chewing the last.

When she looked over, she found him cutting into the chicken with a knife and fork. His eyebrows drew together when he saw the chicken leg in her hands and rivulets of sauce running down her chin.

She returned the chicken to her plate, remembered to wipe her face with the napkin, then struggled to cut the meat with the dull little knife. After about two minutes of trying, she slammed the knife and fork down.

“I’m going to eat this with my hands. If my table manners bother you, tough, go sit at the other end. I’m hungry, and I don’t feel much like shilly-shallying.”

Defiantly, she scooped up and tore into the chicken. She gnawed the bone clean, wiped her face, then started on the green beans and pasta. In deference to him, she used her fork.

Raw, painful hunger drove her to ignore him as she ate. He could glare at her all he wanted and think her the most vulgar woman in the Void. She didn’t care. Never in her life had she tasted food like this. If he wanted to mince his portion into itty-bitty pieces and eat it like a finicky child, good for him. He probably ate like this every night.

Anger rose in her at the riches rubbed in her face. The triple-platinum Runner, the grand ballroom prison, brandy that waltzed down her throat, gold-encrusted china, fresh food prepared by a skilled cook—what she’d seen of his den so far would literally buy her home world of Taiga, with script to spare.

Bewildered, she raised her gaze to find him watching her with a guarded expression. “Why the hell did you bother?”

“I knew you’d figure it out eventually.” He set his fork aside with a sigh.

“That you spent more to nab me than I’m worth? Yeah-huh. Remarkably Average Mary done figured it. Fill me in on why.”

He frowned at her country-simple tone. “Precisely what I’d like to know. Why.” He sipped his wine. “I want to know why you’ve been stealing my goods.”

“What do you care?” She spread her hands, indicating the riches before her. “I couldn’t possibly, in a thousand lifetimes, even put a dent in your obscene wealth.” She leaned toward him. “Are you so greedy you begrudge me a pittance for a good cause while you wallow in decadence? Christ! You really do need a hobby.”

“Perhaps, if you tell me your good cause, I’ll gladly stuff your coffers with my obscene wealth. I might even make your cause my hobby.” Saluting her with his glass, he gave her that enigmatic half grin and then drank.

For a moment, she sat stunned. “You think you can buy me?” She wanted to throw her wine in his face and smash every dish on the table. The threat of poison on her wrist held her still.

“No, I—”

“Everything in your world has a price tag, doesn’t it?” Shaking with fury, she stood. “To you, every person is a thing to be bought or sold, their value forever fluid. Buy me today for twenty, then sell me tomorrow for ten. Or just throw me away entirely.” She glared at him with all the loathing she could muster. “I may not know a fancy napkin, and I may not know how to eat like a trained IWOG poodle, but I sure as spit know what honor is, and you can’t afford mine.”

“I didn’t mean to imply I could buy you, I simply meant—”

“That if I confessed, you might help me. You figured I’d be like a farm donkey forever following the dangling carrot.” She lifted her glass. “A toast to the first person in the Void you can’t buy.” She drank deeply, then dropped into her chair.

He unfurled himself like a great banner that dwarfed the immense room. Surely, the wine made him seem larger than life.

“If I have insulted you, I apologize.” He tossed his napkin to the table with a deferential bow. “My intention was to—entice—not insult. I offered you the best of my home to compliment you as a guest, yet everything I say and do is colored in that you are not my guest, but my captive. For that, I will not apologize. You taunted me into capturing you.”

She held his gaze by sheer force of will. “You make it sound like I wanted to get caught.”

He eyed her speculatively. “You preach to me of not selling your honor, yet think I should walk away from one who steals from me, for you only steal a little bit. Would things be different if I were to steal only a little bit from you?”

He had a good point. Not that she was likely to admit it anytime soon, especially to him.

“Honor is as honor does, is it not? Explain to me how you stealing from me is honorable, but me stealing from you isn’t.”

Fidgeting in her chair, she flushed. “I guess the difference is, I steal because I have no other option. I’m a bandit by circumstance, not choice. If you could steal my honor, that would be one thing, but you seem to be of the mind you can buy it. That is what is insulting.”

His sleek eyebrows rose, but he said nothing.

“I’m sorry I stole from you. If I could give your goods back, I would, but I can’t because they’re gone. Keeping me prisoner isn’t going to get your goods back, and I’ll never tell you where they went or why.”

His eyes narrowed, but still, he said nothing.

“My honor may be a bit rusty, but my loyalty isn’t. If I tell you, it’s not my life that’s at risk. One person, me, for all the rest?” She shrugged. “I’m willing to make that sacrifice.”

“Are you the leader?”

She froze as she searched for a diversion.

A slow, quirky grin slid across his face. “You are the leader.”

“So what if I am?” She belied her trepidation by standing. “I don’t see how that helps you.”

“Really?” He sat and rang the crystal bell with an insistent clink.

The young girl popped her head out of the kitchen.

“More wine, Clara, and dessert.” When the girl retreated, he pointed one massive finger. “Sit down and we’ll discuss the matter over dessert.”

“I think I’ve had enough.”

“Not yet you haven’t. Sit.” When she hesitated, he flung the fragile crystal bell to the floor, where it shattered into delicate fragments. “Sit down.”

Mary did. His destruction of the fragile bell made it pretty damn clear she’d pushed him right to the edge. He was a man who few disobeyed and he’d tolerated enough of her insolence and defiance. “I won’t tell you—”

“You don’t have to.”

Clara brought in dessert and wine, then hurried away, the rubber wheels of the cart crunching through the remains of the crystal bell.

Dessert looked like two big white eyes with red pupils staring up from her plate. Strawberries ringed the strange cartoon gaze. “What the hell is—”

“Poached meringues with strawberry sauce.”

“Freaking child’s nightmare.” She shoved the plate away. “Wouldn’t your life be a lot easier if you just let me go?”

“Back to your life of crime? I don’t think so. If I have the ringleader, it’s unlikely the gang will continue to rob me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Won’t cost me but a pittance to keep you around and find out for sure, now, will it?” He took a casual bite of his dessert.

“Fine.” She shrugged. “Keep me here. Eventually you’ll get bored. Something else will come along, strike your fancy, and you’ll gladly send me on my way without a second thought.”

“I think you could keep me entertained for years. Just watching you eat is a spectacle.” He dabbed his mouth with a pristine red napkin. “You eat like an animal.”

She gritted her teeth. “Feel like trading insults? Fine.” Saluting him with her glass, she deliberately wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “By the same token, I’m fascinated by you, a man who’s mastered feminine traits I’ve never even dreamed of.” She chugged her drink, belched slightly behind her hand, set the delicate glass on the table and refilled it. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see you in a dress, you pampered pansy.”

His eyes narrowed dangerously and he spoke through gritted teeth. “You like playing with fire, don’t you?”

“You obviously don’t. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have strapped a luller to my wrist.” She took another slug of liquid courage. “Since I can’t strike at you with my fist, you’d best get used to my mouth.”

He leaned intimately close and whispered, “I could get used to your mouth, provided I’m the one keeping it occupied.”

She wondered what he could possibly mean. When she figured it out, a flush crept into her cheeks. When the prospect of doing that to him excited her, she flushed harder.

“You rape all your prisoners, or just the women?”

His gaze traveled from her face, to the V of her shirt, then to the juncture of her thighs. “Is that what it would take?”

Her body thrummed from fabulous food, glorious wine and the sexiest man in the Void. He could seduce any woman he wanted. Any woman he didn’t want. One wink, and women would swoon. One kiss, and pants would drop or skirts would lift.

“Since you can’t buy me, now you think you can seduce me?”

“Yes.” Cocky arrogance, probably well deserved, emanated from him.

Mary didn’t know which would give out first—her loyalty, or her resistance to the erotic lust he’d awakened in her. Captive and captor. Each time she thought of the duality, her body shivered with fear and desire.

Carefully crafted daydreams involving her shadowy hero, Overlord, always had an element of captivity and surrender. Here, clearly, was a man who could turn dark daydreams to vivid reality. More than loyalty held her back. Foolish, young-girl fantasies held her back. To him, sex was a game, a way to pass the time in an enjoyable pursuit. To her, intimacy held consequences. Not just to herself but also to everyone she fought to save.

Days without food and sleep, her belly now full, and her mind rendered silly by very fine wine, she stood. “Whatever your plans for me, at least—you once offered me a day to rest—let me have a night to sleep.” Had he any honor at all, he would grant her such a minor request.

“As I am a generous host, I will indulge you.” Seven feet of male uncoiled, reminding her she was no match for him physically.

“Should I kowtow to you now or later?” She swayed, closing her eyes against his potent smile. If he didn’t take pity on her, she would fall asleep at his bare feet.

“Follow me.”

Stepping carefully around the shards of glass on the floor, he left the dining room and strode through the grand ballroom to one of the huge doors between the pillars.

“House, this will be Mary’s room. Update and confirm.”

“Yes, Commander. Record of Mary updated with new parameters.”

The peach-colored door swung open.

“Where’s the—” As soon as she entered the room, lights blazed. “Christ almighty! Turn them off!” Mary threw her hand up to shield her weary eyes.

“House, set the lights to level three.”

The glare dropped to a soothing, warm tone. She glanced around the huge room. A span of open floor space made the bed seem a mile away. Even so, the bed looked big enough for six people. Puffs of shimmering gauze draped the four towering posters of the bed. Carpet to covers were the same pinky-orange color, like carrots stored too long in the cold. Ruffles, lace and a strong, sweet stench of flowers marked this as a woman’s room.

“Good night, Commander.” She faced him, making no effort to hide her crushing exhaustion. At this moment, she didn’t care if the room he offered came draped in black with gravestones decked about and a skull-and-crossbones flapping overhead. For a few uninterrupted hours of sleep, she’d take it.

To her shock, he scooped her up into his arms. He smelled good—citrus and pine. He felt impossibly strong—all bones and muscle. Long strides later, he tucked her into the welcoming folds of the massive bed. Warm and soft as a dinner roll, so unlike her hard-tack cabin bunk, the bed gave way below her as she melted into its silk embrace.

Being a prisoner suddenly didn’t seem so horrific. Her mind damn near stripped gears when he didn’t leave but hovered over her. All this luxury would come at a price.

She cast a wary eye over the edge of the blanket. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. This bed is your bed too?”

“Would you like it to be?” Soft as the silk on her skin, his voice smoothed against her ear.

What a vague word. Like. Would she like that? Her bed his bed too? In a way, yes, she would like that very much. In a way, no, because like wasn’t the operative word. Smart. Careful. Vigilant. Those words mattered more.

“I asked you first.”

“No, this isn’t my bed.”

When Commander turned away, she felt a perverse pang of disappointment.

At the door, he told House to shut the lights off.

“Enjoy your night of sleep, Mary.” House closed the door behind him.

Rather than worry over what tomorrow would bring, she thought of what it might feel like if he slid into the bed beside her. If he stayed on the far side, she would never even know he was there. But he wouldn’t. He would slip below the covers and press himself against her. How would that feel?


Chapter Four

Michael sat on the edge of his desk, alone in the dark, keeping watch over an array of sensors. Other eyes, many eyes, far from this room watched too, but when he couldn’t sleep, he came here to contemplate the prison his world had become.

Long arms, his ability to pay operatives, allowed him to run his empire from a safe position and earned him the despised nickname Overlord.

Not that I don’t deserve it.

He took a deep swallow of two-hundred-year-old Byzantine whisky.

What Mary said tonight rang true enough. He did think he could buy and sell anyone. That he couldn’t buy a woman dubbed Remarkably Average Mary stunned him.

He tried to remember the last time he’d been off his world and out into the Void. Years. Mary, fresh from the trenches, knew all too well how harsh and brutal life was on the Fringe. Dark smudges below her eyes and cheeks, battered homespun clothing, her animalistic consumption of dinner—his decadence mocked her struggle to survive. And here he sat, trying to figure out a way to seduce her.

“I am a ruthless bastard.”

A warning flash of red caught his eye. He unlocked the door at the back of his office. Hidden by the extensive woodwork and paneling, the door became visible only when opened.

“Commander?”

“Come in, Duster. Have a drink with me.” If it had been anyone else at the door, Michael would have sent them away.

“Thanks but no. I’m pulling MacKay’s shift.” Duster fished a palmful of seeds out of his vest pocket.

“His daughter?” Michael remembered the accident report from this morning. Eighteen-year-old Shadra MacKay had been halfway up a sandstone face when the chunk of rock collapsed.

“Her leg was too crushed to save. Doc Murphy had to amputate.” Duster delivered the news in his usual matter-of-fact tone but bowed his head. “MacKay wants to be the one to tell her.”

“I never even offered my condolences, and he kept working his shift.” Michael glared down at his drink.

“I made your condol—”

“I should have made my own condolences.”

“MacKay could lose his own leg and keep working his shift.” Duster popped a seed between his teeth.

“All the more reason I should have at least said something to him.” Michael took a sip of his whisky. “I am a villain.”

Duster spun and straddled a chair, looping his arms across the back. “What’s wrong? If I didn’t know you better, I’d swear you’re one drink away from crying.”

“That’s another thing I haven’t done in a long time.” Michael considered his cut-crystal glass. Alcohol alternately made him emotional and distant, but he consumed the vile liquid to block his sense of smell. After three shots, Mary’s compelling, lingering scent no longer tormented him.

“What are you on about?” Duster ate another crackleseed.

“Mary.” He tossed off the dregs of his drink with a wince.

“Fancy dinner didn’t go over too well?”

“Total unmitigated disaster.” Michael slammed his glass to his desk. It shattered. Annoyed, he slid away from the pieces.

“How many is that?”

“Three.” Michael pointed to the corners of his desk. Below each was a puddle of shattered glass. He sat in the only glass-free corner.

“You put on boots after the first or second?”

“Second.”

“Figures.” Duster cracked another seed and tucked the spent pods to a pocket on his multitask vest.

“My big plan to impress the Bandit of Taiga only embarrassed and infuriated her.” Michael plucked the last glass off the service tray on his desk.

“Why did you think you needed to impress her in the first place? What do you care what she thinks?”

He knew he shouldn’t care, but he did. “I wanted her to like me. Just me. Not the overblown hero, or the malicious villain, just—Michael Parker.”

“Then stop putting on airs and be Michael Parker.”

“That’s the problem. I don’t think I know him anymore.” He considered his empty glass. “Mary doesn’t know who I am.”

“I don’t—”

“She doesn’t know I’m Overlord.” He grimaced at the name. “She thinks I’m just some spoiled ego-freak who gets off on being addressed as commander.”

“Hence her calling you co-man-dur.” Duster laughed. “I still can’t believe she called you that.”

“She keeps on calling me that. She’s not intimidated by me. And she has no idea who I really am. Isn’t that funny?”

“Why don’t you just tell her?”

“Indeed. So maybe she can fall all over herself being impressed. She’s from Taiga, an OuterWorld, a WAG world. Didn’t you say they hold me up as a hero? What if that’s what she thinks I am?” He let fly an evil, booming laugh. “Overlord, the big hero who ruthlessly built his own world into his own prison.”

“Windmere isn’t your prison,” Duster said.

“It is.” He lifted his hands as if to encompass his planet. “A gilded cage. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to struggle for every scrap of food, every breath of air. When was the last time I used my body in necessary physical exertion?” He paused, but not long enough to give Duster time to answer. “I’ll tell you—when I fought with Mary. Wasn’t that a heroic thing to do? A woman who’d been abducted on my orders, bound for two days—no food, no sleep—I challenge her to a fight.” Michael scowled at his empty glass. “I’m a real hero. Poster child for men everywhere.”

Duster whistled lightly. “What did this woman say to you?”

“Mary held up a mirror. I didn’t like what I saw.”

“Do yourself a favor and let her go before she has you doing something crazy.” Concern stamped Duster’s face. “Give me permission to take her back to Taiga right now.”

“Don’t you understand? I don’t live anymore. I’m not alive. I’m an old museum exhibit. I sit around in my high-tech office with my boot-licking toadies doing all the dirty work, just like she said.”

“Okay, that’s enough.” Duster stepped back from his chair, his concerned face turned contemptuous. “You’re drunk, and I don’t feel like being insulted.”

“I’m just ruminating. I don’t mean to offend you.” Michael motioned him back. “Please, sit down.”

Duster straddled the chair. His fists gripped white along the back. “Now isn’t the time for another midlife crisis. Our teams are ready to terraform Sangfroid. One whiff of our operation, and the IWOG will invade.”

“Years down the road.” Michael didn’t want to talk about this now.

“Maybe not. They might not wait for the crews to finish.”

Michael’s puzzled expression prompted Duster to explain.

“Brace has reported an increase in IWOG scout ships. Solo ships. I think they’re looking to scan Sangfroid and see if that ball of rock will bring you a mother-lode like Windmere did.”

“I still don’t like that name.” Michael glared into his empty glass. “Windmere sounds poofy.”

“Fine.” Duster sounded frustrated by this familiar argument. “Call your planet Prime Bastard. The name doesn’t matter. My point is the IWOG knows you have a nose for success, and they won’t wait for things to shake out before they invade.”

“Civilize. That’s what they call a military action.”

“Civilize. Sure.” Duster gave a snort of derision. “And when I fart, I call it air freshening. Changing the name doesn’t change what it is. Still smells just as bad.”

Michael chuckled and stood to refill his drink, wobbling his way to the cleverly hidden bar. A little too cleverly hidden, he thought. Where was that stupid button? He slapped at the wood paneling until the door popped open.

“I think that’s enough.” Duster took the glass from him.

Michael jerked the glass back. “Don’t tell me what to do. You may be my only true friend in the whole of the Void, but I’m in a very black mood at the moment.”

“And you think getting plastered is gonna help?”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

“It sure enough did when you did it over Kraft.” Duster checked his wrist com, then popped another seed between his teeth.

Michael yanked open the bottle of very fine Byzantine sipping whisky with a defiant glare. “Stop bringing her up.”

“Fine. You’re acting like a thwarted child.”

“Indeed.” He poured himself a long shot. “But it’s my damn world, and I’ll act any way I want.” He wobbled his way back to sit on the one glass-free corner of his desk. He looked at the array of sensors. “Why did I do all of this?”

Duster sighed at the rhetorical question. “You wanted freedom from the IWOG.”

“But what kind of freedom have I made for myself? I can’t leave my own planet. Is that freedom? Overlord like a spider caught in his own web.” He frowned down at his glass of amber liquid. “Seems to me what I’ve done to myself is far worse than what the IWOG had in store for me.”

“You’d rather be dead or working for them as a brainwashed meatbag?” Duster asked.

“If those are my only options, then, no. I don’t have a death wish, but I also don’t feel alive.”

“You need a challenge.”

“Yes.” At his command, an audvid of Mary slumbering in her bed popped up on the main screen. He zoomed in on her face. “A challenge.”

“Don’t you dare.” Duster slapped the desk with open palms, his seedpods joining the shattered glass. “Don’t you go jerking that poor girl around just to give yourself something to do.”

“I don’t recall asking for your permission. In fact, as I recall, you brought the Bandit of Taiga to my attention to challenge me. You are now furious that I aim to solve the perplexing riddle of Remarkably Average Mary.”

“At what cost?”

“I paid—”

“I’m not talking about money.” Duster grunted with frustration. “I’m talking—if you hurt her for your own selfish reasons, you really are a villain.”

“Maybe that’s the challenge.” Michael twirled an imaginary mustache. “I’ve played at being the hero for so long, perhaps the time has come to play the villain.”

“You pathetic sack.” Duster stood. “I hope this is the booze talking and not you, because you’re talking about playing with a woman’s life. Do you really want to hurt Mary just so you can feel alive?”

“She stole from me.”

“And that gives you the right to destroy her?” Duster asked with perplexed incredulity.

“I’m not going to destroy her.”

“Yes, you will. You want her and you’ll do anything to get her, even though it won’t make you happy.” Duster sighed hard with a sharp shake of his head. “You’re like a damn kid. You only want things you can’t have. As soon as you get what you want, you abandon it for something else. Women included. That’s why you’re still hung up on—” Duster slapped his forehead. “You’re using Mary as a stand-in for Kraft.”

“I’m doing no such thing.” Michael traced his finger along Mary’s face on the holoplas screen embedded in his desk. He frowned when she rolled away as if avoiding his touch, as if she knew what he was thinking.

“You are.” Duster cut the link and all the screens went black. “You couldn’t get Kraft, which pissed you off. Along comes Mary, who’s damn similar, and you’re gonna break Mary because you couldn’t break Kraft.”

An impulse to stand gripped Michael, but he was too drunk and remained seated. “I think you’re talking a little too freely. You might want to remember your place.”

With a salute, Duster straightened. “You’ve got more than any one man needs, Commander, but you’re missing a crucial possession.”

“And what’s that?” Michael ordered the audvid back on. Swaddled in silk, Mary slumbered on, blissful and unaware.

“You seem to have everything but a conscience.” Duster leaned over and cut the audvid again. “Mary isn’t Kraft. Don’t you dare corrupt that arrogant waif because Kraft dumped you.”

“Get out.” Michael thrust his finger toward the hidden door. “Get the hell out of my office before I start throwing Diane in your face.”

Duster didn’t budge until Michael stood too.

“I might be a little drunk, but if you start up with Kraft, I’m going to start up with Diane. Mary has nothing to do with that old argument, so you’d best drop it and get out of my office.”

“Fine.” Duster slammed the door behind him.

Michael tossed off the full of his drink.

When he took a deep breath, he smelled a hint of Mary.

He slammed his cup to the last glass-free corner of his desk. Shattering crystal shards mixed with the dregs of whisky and puddled on the floor.

Michael threw himself into his chair. What did Duster know? Wasn’t any of his business what he chose to do. His pursuit of Mary had nothing to do with Kraft.


Chapter Five

Mary woke to a horrible smell. She sniffed deep, trying to identify what—

“Oh my God, it’s me!” Flinging back the covers, she fumbled around for a light before she remembered. “House, lights on, low.” The lights came on. “Show me the bathroom.”

A door to her right opened. She slid off the bed and crossed to the door. White marble and gleaming gold fixtures blinded her sleep-dazed eyes. Ordering the lights down by half, she began to disrobe. A sudden thought stopped her cold.

“House, are there cameras in my room?”

“In your bedroom, yes. In your bathroom, no.”

“Sonofabitch!” She considered as she held her unbuttoned pants to her hips. “Screw it.” She let them fall. “If he wants to watch me, fine.” She stepped from her stinky heap of clothes and hopped into a shower big enough for a party of six.

Plucking up random bottles from an impressive array, she used a peach shampoo and hyacinth soap. The rest of the potions she didn’t bother with, because she didn’t know what they were for.

Looking at her hairy legs and pits, she found a razor and shaved with self-conscious strokes. It wasn’t like she never shaved, just that she generally didn’t bother, unless she wore her lone dress to church.

Only when she indulged in the fantasy of Overlord did she worry about the presentation of her body. In cold creek water, she would shave her legs in anticipation of lying that night, alone in her narrow bed, with the thought of Overlord above her, pressing her down. He would pin her, take her, ravish her. Just the thought of giving herself up to his aggression made her shiver, even under the warm water flowing over her naked body.

“What the hell am I doing?” She yanked her hand from between her thighs and cast an embarrassed gaze around the frosted glass shower stall. She couldn’t trust House about cameras in here. It was one thing to let Commander watch her shower, quite another to let him watch her do that.

Wrapping herself in a fluffy white towel, she stepped from the shower to find her pile of clothing gone. A slew of expletives passed her lips until she saw a shimmering dress hanging from the back of the bathroom door. Her comment to Commander from last night, that she wouldn’t be surprised to see him in a dress, came rushing back to her.

As she considered the garment, she wondered if it belonged to his last captive, Kraft. When she’d poked that spot last night, he’d withdrawn just enough to alert her to a painful sensitivity. To use Kraft as an effective weapon to keep him off-guard, she had to find out more about her, but first things first.

She put on the green silk and velvet. The fancy dress hung too big on her slender frame and she looked like a little girl playing dress up. Her tiny breasts didn’t come close to filling the generous bodice. Perhaps his plan to seduce her included reminding her of how unattractive she was, all tall and skinny, freshly shaved legs or not.

No doubt he wanted the elegant dress to unbalance her, and for a moment, it did. Straightening her shoulders, she lifted her chin. He was in for a big surprise if he thought this pathetic ploy would work. She’d wear the damn dress until it hung off her in rags.

“House, where’s Commander?”

“Commander requests your presence in the solarium.”

Following directions, she turned down hallways and passed ornate parlors stuffed so completely with riches she wouldn’t know where to start stealing. Hell, if she started, she feared she’d never be able to stop. He had so many fine things. One object d’art could buy hundreds of weapons.

House directed her to the most beautiful room she’d ever seen. Floor-to-ceiling panels of sparkling clear glass highlighted a fabricated waterfall decked in lush green plants and trees. Brightly plumed birds darted back and forth, alighting on branches, grooming themselves, then flittering out of sight. She stood in a room adjacent to a gigantic glass birdcage. At a table covered in rich ivory linen and more gold-plated china sat Commander with his back to the view.

Spoiled bastard.

“I trust you slept well.” He set aside a stack of papers and appraised her with glittering eyes.

She pointed to a monitor on the far wall that was within his line of sight. “I trust you enjoyed the show.”

He smirked. “I have better things to do than watch you bathe.”

“But you know I took a shower.” The fact that he bothered to deny the obvious infuriated her.

“Your hair is wet.” He sidestepped her accusation neatly. With a tsk and a shake of his head, he looked her over. “That dress doesn’t fit you.”

“I think something this fancy would suit you better.” She curtsied. “Does it belong to the last woman you held captive?” She cast her gaze down to her frail breasts against the promise of her bodice. Even if she gained thirty pounds, the bodice offered a promise her body could never fulfill. “Kraft, your last captive, obviously had a much taller frame and a bigger bust than mine. But I wonder if she was any more thrilled with captivity than I am.” Shot in the dark, but it must have been a good one, because he clenched his jaw. A sure sign her pointed barb wounded. “I’m sure I’m not the first, since a man of your”—she looked him over from head to toe—“dubious qualities, must find attracting a woman of her own free will impossible.”

His eyes blazed, but he said nothing.

“I find it fitting that you have to drag women into your den by way of a Runner, and not just any Runner, but the notorious Never-Fail Nash. What’s your nickname? Can’t-Get-Any Commander? Or perhaps—”

“Sheathe your claws, my clever bandit.” He yanked his napkin from the table and flicked it open. “I don’t think it would take much to get you out of that frock.”

“Why get me out of it when all you have to do is lift my skirt?” She reached down to her hem and gathered handfuls of material.

His eyes widened as if she’d made him a surprising offer.

She quashed any hope he might have gotten. “I noticed your generous gift didn’t come with any underclothes.” Flouncing into a chair opposite him, she batted her lashes. “Not that a pair of panties would hold a wolf like you at bay.”

His smile looked forced. “I must find a way to keep your mouth occupied with something other than speech.”

“Be careful what you stick in my mouth, Co-man-dur.” She tucked a strand of wet hair behind her ear to hide a rush of embarrassing attraction. “I’m sure Nash told you I have a strong inclination to bite.” Chomping her teeth, she looked down at the gray bracelet on her wrist. “Baka or no, I’d be willing to sacrifice myself to protect all the other women in the Void.”

“How noble of you,” he said dryly.

“I’m no martyr to the cause, but if I were, it’s better than what you are.” She rudely plunked her elbows on the table.

“I’m probably going to regret this, but what am I?”

“A little boy in a man’s body who thinks only of himself.” She looked around the extravagant solarium. “Fancy digs for a mama’s boy.”

He shot her a glare of pure venom.

“You best me physically, not verbally.” She crossed her arms and met his gaze straight on.

He leaned back in his chair. “You thought you could traipse off with 5K of my goods without consequence.”

“Had the aim of my knee been better, I would have.” She took a sip of water as she flashed him a knowing smile.

“For well over a year, I assumed you were a man.” His gaze made a lazy drop from her face, all along her body, down to her bare toes. “I didn’t know my wily bandit was female until you were ushered into my office.” His gaze wandered up to her face, and he shot her an enigmatic half grin. “Imagine my shocked delight.”

His confession rendered her speechless. She assumed he knew who she was all along and toyed with her, treating her like she would live up to her nickname. A blinding flash of insight told her that he knew as little of her as she knew of him.

“What would you have done if I were a man?”

“I would have questioned you. If you didn’t answer, I would have drugged you, tortured you and then shot you.” His voice held no emotion at all and his stripping gaze never wavered.

She gulped. “For 5K? That’s nothing to you.”

“Indeed. But you taunted me for over a year before I hired a triple-platinum Runner to stop you.” He lifted his hands to indicate the bounty around them. “Welcome to my world, Mary. Grind it in my face all you want that I hired someone to get you here. Yet, here you are, on my planet. Subject to my rule.”

He sat back and sipped from a glass of the brightest orange juice she’d ever seen. At least ten real, squeezed, filtered oranges—fruit almost more valuable than gold—filled his glass.

She bristled. Another full glass sat before her plate.

Crossing her arms, she tilted back in her chair. “We’ve established that my captivity isn’t about money. Granted, you have a lot, so stop stuffing it up my nose every second, or I’m apt to start stealing it. Now that’s satisfied, let’s move on. This is about power, control and a walloping dose of ego. Your ego, not mine.”

“What this is about is a woman known as Remarkably Average Mary, ringleader of a network of bandits that has a knack for stealing my goods. Not just once, not just twice, but again and again, ad nauseam. Swiping just little bits at a time, you went unnoticed for four years. This is about me putting an end to your scheme, whatever it may be.”

She settled her chair back on all four legs. “My scheme to what? Annoy you like a no-see-um? Buzz around your face until you swat me? Christ in a sidecar, what planet is this?” When he didn’t answer, she leaned close. “I’m nothing to you. Your pocket change is more than my yearly income. I think you just didn’t have anyone else to play with.”

“You play the game of bandit.” His hands caught hers. “Once captured, you now claim it counts less because what you took doesn’t count much.”

Twisting her arms, she freed herself from the shocking heat of his touch. “How much does what I did count?”

He raised his juice glass for a long sip. “Put a price tag on your own head. What do you think you owe me?”

She refused to negotiate damages. “It sounds to me, more and more, to be nothing but simple curiosity on your part. Whatsa matter, little rich boy, have you lost interest in your house full of toys? Do you have to look up from the contemplation of your navel to find a novel pursuit?”

His smug smile vanished. “Little orphan Mary, lashing out in anger.” He sounded almost compassionate. “It doesn’t surprise me that you behave the way you do. Without your parents to rear you and guide you, your guttersnipe behavior seems a natural extension of your pathetic childhood.”

His countermove shocked her, but she refused to let it show. She clapped her hands together in mocking applause. “Very good, Co-man-dur. What’s next? Nasty comments about my appearance or scathing remarks about my intelligence?” She lifted a silver cover off a platter to see what was beneath and found scrambled eggs. She helped herself to some. “Either way, you’re gonna have to do better. I have very thick skin.”

“Considering your parentage, it’s not surprising.” He plucked a single piece of paper out of the stack by his plate.

She paused, a fork full of fluffy, golden scrambled eggs halfway between her mouth and the plate.

“Have I struck a nerve, Mary?”

Belying her shock, she completed the motion, chewing as she eyed the report in his large, tan hand. What did it say about her parents? Had he uncovered the truth, or was he just screwing with her? “You don’t know spit about me.”

“Five ten, one thirty, brown hair, brown eyes.”

“Your report says that?” She ate another bite of eggs and wiped her mouth with the bodice of her dress. “Hope you didn’t pay much for it, since all you had to do was look at me.” Chewing another mouthful of the fluffiest, tastiest scrambled eggs in the Void, she shook her head. “If that’s the best you can do, you really suck at this.”

“This?” He raised one eyebrow quizzically.

“The tit-for-tat information game.” She winked at him. “So far you’ve tried force, threats, money, seduction, and now you attempt to trade in information.”

He laughed. “You turned twenty-five last month.”

She held his gaze and forced herself not to blink. “Good guess.” As if dismissing him, she turned her attention to her plate.

“Thanks for the confirmation.”

When she glanced up, he shot her that quirky half grin.

“But that’s a sore spot, isn’t it? Your birthday?”

She continued to look at him with no change in her expression. Taking another big bite of her scrambled eggs with deliberate disdain, she realized he probed for her soft spots, and she refused to give him any more ammo.

“The mayor of Taiga, Emmet Courtland, and his wife, the now deceased Joan, found you on their doorstep twenty-five years ago. They, and subsequently you, have no idea where or when you were actually born.”

She wanted to yank the report right out of his hands. “It doesn’t really matter. A birthday is just another day. It only matters when it stops coming.” To distract herself, she lifted another silver cover and found broiled ham. She served herself some and smiled up at him. “So, how old are you?”

“This isn’t about me.” He picked up and perused the stack of reports. He looked uncomfortable with the sudden shift in the conversation, and she sensed age issues. She found this information immensely interesting and added the ammunition to her growing arsenal.

“Well, since I can’t hire someone to do my thinking for me, I’ll have to do it myself.” She touched her tongue to her lips. “Judging by your lines, your restless nature, your slowing physical reactions, I’ll bet forty looms large. Isn’t that the age when most men hit crisis?”

The stack of reports hit the table hard enough to splash orange juice onto the linen cloth. “You’ve got a nasty streak a fathom wide.”

Gleeful at hitting her mark, she saluted him with her dripping glass of orange juice. “A fathom wide and a thousand fathoms deep. Your pathetic barbs can’t breach it.”

“Really?” He glanced at the report again. “I think I’ve hit the wall.”

“Of resistance.”

“No, my clever bandit, I hit the wall around you.”

“Yeah-huh. Good luck trying to climb it.”

“It’ll fall.” He served himself some food with sure, cultured and practiced movements, as if a thousand times he’d enjoyed breakfast from his silver platters.

“What a smug bastard you are.”

“Ruthless bastard, royal bastard, smug bastard—you seem obsessed with my parentage.” He poured his gold-rimmed china cup full of coffee and filled hers without bothering to ask. “Rather telling, don’t you think?”

“I care as much to know the particulars of your conception and birth as I do for my own.” She leveled her gaze. “In case you don’t grasp, the point is, not much.”

“You are an adept liar, Mary.” Swirling real cream and pure white sugar into his black coffee, he looked up. “If that bracelet of Baka didn’t encircle your wrist, you would splash hot coffee in my face, grab this report and flee.”

She considered that option as she watched him take a sip from his cup.

“You wouldn’t get far, wouldn’t have long, but you’d give the short remainder of your life to read this scrap of paper.” He picked it up and held it tantalizingly out of reach.

She ignored the extravagant coffee to sip from her water goblet. “So now the game is information.”

“Quid pro quo,” he tossed off with a smug grin, as if she wouldn’t know Latin.

She made her voice country-simple. “Sumpen’ for sumpen’.”

His eyebrows rose with surprise, pleasure, then intrigue.

She dropped the twang from her voice. “You think I’m an uneducated peasant.”

“Not anymore.”

“I tell you what you want to know, and you tell me what you think I want to know.” She cast him a sly grin. “You are as subtle as a cow pie in the church collection plate.”

He considered the report with a puzzled frown. “This report indicates you are of average intelligence, yet you display remarkable insight.” When his eyes met hers, the golden-brown depths glowed with challenge.

Twenty years of physical fighting, at least the same amount mastering the art of verbal sparring, made him a formidable opponent. He’s no Overlord, but he does have a compelling quality. Almost as soon as the thought crossed her mind, she dismissed it. She would gain nothing thinking that way.

“Cunning, challenging.” She lifted the too big bodice of her dress and wiped her mouth. “By the same measure, you are condescending, conceited, capricious and a shade shy of cruel.” She nodded to the report by his plate. “If you’ll look closer, it should state that I am Remarkably Average Mary No-last-name.”

His gaze dropped to the report.

“Ha! Made you look.”

Dagger-filled, his gaze settled on her. “Remarkably Average Mary No-last-name.” He tossed the paper at her feet. “It sums you up. In more ways than you think.”

Clearly, he expected her to lunge for the report, like a hound at his master’s table scrap.

“This is what I think of your report.” She took her cup of steaming coffee and poured it over the folded paper. Splashes of expensive hot brown liquid splattered off the white onto the blond hardwood floor. She dribbled her entire cup on his report, then dumped cream and sugar on it as well. She looked up, made sure he watched her, stood and tromped her bare foot on the whole mess with a satisfying squish.

“Take your report, twirl it tight and stuff it.” She sat, wiped her foot off on the crisp linen tablecloth and stood again. “I’m not giving you a damn thing.”

Head held high, she marched to the doorway and turned back. “Do yourself a favor—cut me loose.” She shook her head at him as if reproving a child. “You can’t buy me, you can’t entice me and, in case you missed it, you can’t manipulate me with information, either.”

Commander sat at the table, his coffee cup paused halfway to his mouth, as if stunned speechless.

“You think that piece of paper gives you the heads-up on me?” She laughed as she tapped her finger against her head. “If you take it as gospel, what folks in Pine Glenn are inclined to say, you’re fooling yourself. And you have my permission to do so.”

He considered her with that stripping gaze. “Sounds like you don’t know what the truth about yourself is.”

“After everything hurled at me, nasty names and comments pointed, you think I should take your word for the truth?” She cast him an incredulous glare. “With my pathetic, parentless childhood, don’t you think I’ve met my share of taunting bullies?”

He pulled back just a fraction, and she knew she’d surprised him again.

“Take that mess on the floor and say it’s the truth, the whole truth and nothing but.” She nodded to the sodden mess. “Do you think if it came from your hand I would believe it?”

He considered the mess, then her. “You wouldn’t take my word as backing to your own name. Not that you know your own name.”

He wanted the comment to hurt. And it did. But she refused to let it show. “Great.” She uttered a self-deprecating laugh. “I don’t know my name or yours. Shouldn’t that make us even?”

He bristled like a man unaccustomed to losing an argument.

“You can’t hold my supposed truth over my head like a dangling carrot.” She curtsied her skirt to him. “As I said, I’m not a farm donkey. I won’t follow just because you lead. No matter how big your carrot.”

He lifted an eyebrow as he shot her that enigmatic half grin.

She closed her eyes in horror as the double entendre caught up to her mind long after her mouth finished. He must have one hell of a big carrot from the size of the rest of him. She opened her eyes and looked right at the table where she’d be able to see his leather-clad crotch, if only that pesky ivory tablecloth didn’t block the view.

Pushing back from the table, he gave her a clear line of sight and gave his hips a minor but suggestive thrust. “No matter how enticing, how big, my carrot, you won’t consider a trade?”

A flush crept across her face as she tore her gaze away and turned her back to him. “I’m not making another deal with the devil.”

“Devil? I’ve fallen from the grace of being called a bastard.” His voice rolled raw and powerful as a landslide.

“Tell me your name, and I’d gladly—”

“Find a way to abuse it in a vulgar fashion the likes of which I’ve never heard.” He chuckled. “No deal, Mary.”

“Fine, Co-man-dur.”

“See what I mean?”

She grinned but still didn’t turn to face him. She didn’t need to. She knew what his angular face would look like. How big and strong and aggressive his body looked encased in that hot red silk and smoldering black leather. It was just her damned luck to end up captive to the sexiest devil in the Void.

“Yeah-huh. No more deals.”


Chapter Six

Michael watched Mary march out of the solarium with her head held high. Her attitude amazed him. Knowing herself—good, bad and ugly—allowed her to walk away from him without a backward glance. What did a name or a birthday matter?

Even clad in an ill-fitting dress, she radiated pride. Bind her naked in chains, and she’d still maintain her self-respect, not to mention fight.

With a glance at the mess she’d left behind, he turned his attention to the stack of morning reports, trying not to dwell on what it would be like to have his baffling bandit naked, in chains and at his utter mercy, because she already was. With a snap of his fingers, he could have her so offered to him.

“And then what? Rape her? Smell that horrific stench of terror reeking from every last bit of her beautiful flesh?”

Michael took a long drink of his orange juice. The citrus wiped the smell-memory from his mind. He’d never raped a woman, never wanted to, but he’d smelled what it did to them. Rape left one of the worst emotional scents he’d ever encountered. Such a powerful odor clung to a woman long after the original event. Mary did not have that damnable stench. Not only would he not inflict it on her, but also he found himself wanting to protect her from ever experiencing such abuse.

He thought he’d found a vulnerable spot when he accidentally stumbled on her parentage. She wanted to know with a desperation he could smell, yet she refused to trade information. And money couldn’t buy her secrets from her, but seduction? Well, she showed promise there. Win or lose, he had no reservations about trying.

Over the long years of building his empire, he’d seduced plenty of women. He had closets of dresses that were tossed at his feet, some never even put on at all, like the one Mary wore. But she knew he tried to mock her with the expensive dress and turned the tables on him. He’d almost laughed when she kept using the dress as a napkin to wipe her face during breakfast.

Despite his subtle digs, she kept her back straight and her mind focused. All the while, she hungered for him. He knew she did, because he could read the edges of her scent.

Desire rolled from her in mixed floral high notes with a shock of citrus, tempered by dark compost, the edges of genuine fear. Fear and desire, tandem. For the man she knew only as Commander. She tried to hide her confusion, but the pheromones of her tall, slender body betrayed her.

With his nose, his mouth, he could read subtle chemical changes in humans. Lies and lust, hate and fear; everything took a definable scent in his mind and a tang in his mouth. So rare, his talent did not have a common name, so he created one:

Emotichemical perceptionist.

Mary hit him in complex and conflicting waves. Just as he’d made progress defining one scent, she altered course, often with screeching turns. Like a flitterfly darting, her emotional scent shifted between fear and desire.

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary.”

In many ways, Mary echoed Kraft: strong, focused and determined. In other ways, not so much. Where Kraft used her wit with a subtle grace, Mary swung her wit like a sledgehammer, smashing the tender parts of his psyche. Mary struck with verbal furor until she landed a painful blow, then hit the same spot repeatedly until he lashed back.

And he thought seducing Mary would be easy. Nothing about her came easy or simple or even obvious. Working to untangle her secret would command his full attention, all his skills, and would likely result in the loss of his own secret.

“How would she behave if she knew who I am?”

He pondered it while he sipped his coffee. With a sigh, he gazed out the flexiglass to the lush green surrounding the waterfall in the aviary. Often, he came here to center himself, but he couldn’t find inner peace today.

Who am I?

Mary informed him he was a little boy in a man’s body who thought only of himself. He was a ruthless, royal and smug bastard. At one time, he’d actually named his planet Prime Bastard, because everyone called him a bastard within five minutes of introduction; however, Duster beleaguered the name.

“I don’t want to go around introducing myself as Duster Jennings, Master-of-Arms to Prime Bastard. Any lady worth her salt will run screaming the other direction.”

When he refused to budge, Duster offered a challenging puzzle. Michael had to solve the three-dimensional crossword in the allotted time, or Duster would get to name the planet.

“Windmere.”

Michael made a deal and, even though he regretted the outcome, he didn’t go back on his word. When he’d asked Duster to explain the name, he refused and said, “Got the naming, not the explaining.”

With enough pomp and circumstance to gag a thousand elves, he swore in Duster Jennings as Master-of-Arms to Windmere.

What’s in a name?

Remarkably Average Mary. Whoever pinned that name on her should be hauled up against the nearest wall and slapped. It was so wrong in so many ways he wouldn’t know where to start. He felt the same anger over Windmere. Stupid, poofy name wouldn’t intimidate anyone.

“I am Michael Parker, Commander of Windmere.” He rolled his eyes at how lame it sounded. Lifting his chest, he bellowed, “I am Michael Parker, Commander of Prime Bastard.” He smiled. “Now that would strike fear in someone’s heart.”

His thoughts turned again to Remarkably Average Mary. After a comment by the bounty hunter, his guards re-dubbed her Scary Mary. Michael wouldn’t go that far, but she didn’t seem average at anything he’d seen. Her physical, verbal and mental skills were off the charts. Her scent was so complex to be almost unreadable but for the fringes: hard-edge compost fear and floral citrus desire.

Anxiety pulsed through him, dancing along his nerves as desire raced with it. A powerful fusion he was not familiar with. Rarely did he find his wants thwarted. If he couldn’t buy something, he took it. But for Mary. He couldn’t buy her and wouldn’t take her.

“So what choice does that leave me?”

Seduce her.

He left the solarium with the stack of morning reports gripped in his fist. He didn’t often sit and contemplate his life. He didn’t enjoy the view it gave him of himself. Mary had indeed held a mirror up to him. The longer he looked, the less he saw of details about himself he liked.


Chapter Seven

Twice, Mary had to ask House for directions to get back to her room after breakfast.

She regretted dumping real coffee on the floor, but she needed Commander to get the point—it didn’t matter what was on that stupid piece of paper, she wouldn’t have believed it anyway.

He’d struck a nerve, though. She’d been obsessed with finding out the truth of her parents since the age of twelve. Five years ago, a new obsession filled her, yet the need to know her parents still simmered in the back of her mind.

She considered telling him what he wanted to know but didn’t think he would let her go even if she did.

Escape paramount in her mind, she set out to examine everything in her bedroom. Exquisite dresses in all colors and sizes, reeking of a hundred individual perfumes, stuffed both walk-in closets. As she checked them for any potential weapons, she wondered why he kept them. Maybe they were trophies. Perhaps he’d kept one dress for each of his victims. If he had, he’d been a very busy man and probably didn’t have time for anything else.

She looked down at the dress he gave her. Had it been Kraft’s? Since it smelled brand spanking new, she didn’t think so. Did he think she would cast it off to him as another offering at his feet like all the rest?

“Not in this lifetime, pal.” Even at gunpoint, she wouldn’t surrender her ill-fitting frock. “I’ll wear this damn dress till it can stand at attention in the corner.”

Mary owned one homespun brown dress with a tatted lace collar. From a book, she learned how to tat, and made the collar to wear on her dress for church services. The delicate lace she’d slaved over for months wouldn’t help her dress to look more than a cleaning rag amongst the finery before her.

She blinked back tears at a sudden insight. She knew she’d still look ridiculous even if the dress she wore fit. Slap all the fancies in the world on a stick, and it was still just a stick. She looked as silly as a scarecrow trying to be elegant.

If she ever met Overlord, he’d barely notice her before he moved on. His gaze would fall on a woman who looked, smelled and acted like a woman. Someone fashionable and slinky, not a scuffed-up tomboy like her.

Refusing to be bogged down by silly thoughts she couldn’t do anything about, she turned her gaze around the room.

Against the far wall, across from the gigantic bed, there stood a huge three-mirrored vanity. She settled herself on the padded bench and lifted each of the decorative bottles. Potions and perfumes, trappings of beautiful women. Sniffing them all with a dubious nose, ignoring her reflection in the mirrors, she had no idea what to do with them. They wouldn’t make effective weapons. Not a one smelled caustic like she imagined acid would.

One smelled like lilac, another like amber resin mixed with those drooping, white forest flowers, still another smelled like glue. The most decorative bottle reeked worse than a musk-squirrel. She recapped the fragile glass and waved her hand around to dispel the nasty scent of a good animal gone bad.

A gem-encrusted platinum compact caught her eye.

Unable to stop herself, she darted her gaze around for the cameras as she picked it up. Not only beautiful, but the compact was worth a shipload of weapons. Vowing to find a way to steal the precious item, she flipped it open and found dark red powder on one side and a mirror on the other. It was a weird-looking mirror. She poked it. Plastimirror oozed to the top of the vanity.

Liquid, moldable mirror.

Feigning disinterest, she noted its properties, then deliberately ignored the metal once she stuffed it back into the compact, which she had to damn near pry out of her hands. If she swiped nothing else, she had to steal that compact.

Plastimirror.

Not a weapon by any stretch, but potentially useful. Mary kept it in mind as she opened every drawer in the room. Empty. Didn’t even have dust in them. A similar search of the bathroom didn’t turn up anything useful, and no matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t find the cameras.

“House, tell me where the cameras are.”

“No,” House said in a clipped tone that wasn’t at all like the lush suck-up voice House used with Commander.

“Worth a shot.” Mary glanced at the corners of her bedroom but couldn’t see a break in any of the decorative molding.

“Commander informed me you would ask.”

Knowing it pointless to ask House any of the burning questions in her mind, such as Commander’s name, or her location, Mary left her bedroom and went to the grand ballroom.

Morning sunlight beyond the massive bank of windows cast the fresco-laden ceiling in muted light. Pastel swirls of mythical beasts marched across the fifty-foot-high ceiling and halfway down the walls.

Methodically making her way around the room and the clusters of tables and chairs, she opened the few drawers she found. Empty. Not that she expected to find anything, but they were so conspicuously empty she knew he knew she would look through them.

“House, show me the library.”

“The library is outside your parameter.”

“Big surprise.” She thought a library would be the most logical place to find personal papers that might reveal who Commander was, or where he held her captive.

“Commander left a book for you.”

“Where?”

House directed her to a battered paperback, hidden among the cushions of a burgundy velvet fainting couch.

Danger in the Dark.

The battered cover showed a woman, much like Mary herself, with brown hair, brown eyes and shabby brown clothes, surrounded by a vague, shadowy figure. Did the woman run from the murky danger behind her, or toward it? Unable to tell from the torrid artwork, she flipped open the cover. After a few ripped out pages, she found:

Fear and desire own me as I run.

She considered the opening sentence with a chill. The words could be her own, and the thought raised the hair along the back of her neck.

“Are you enjoying the book?”

It flew from her hands as she shot to her feet and into a fighting stance.

Commander stood six feet away with a sardonic smile on his face.

Gasping as if caught sleeping during school, she let fly a string of expletives.

He plucked the book off the floor. “I find the cover art fascinating, don’t you?”

She relaxed her posture but refused to speak.

“Does she run from or embrace that shadow?” He held the book out to her.

Mary looked at the book, then at him. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“I wouldn’t want to ruin the story for you.”

When she still refused to take the paperback, he tossed it on the couch. “I think you’ll find the story…enlightening.”

“Okay, I give. What game is this?”

“Game?” he asked with insincere, baffled eyes. “I thought you might enjoy reading as opposed to dumping food on the floor.”

“Coffee isn’t food. It’s an indulgence of spoiled rich boys.”

“A minor point. I prefer my coffee in cups rather than on the floor.”

“Fine. If you’ll keep your reports to yourself, I’ll refrain from any more messes.”

“Will you read the book?” His gaze offered a challenge as he picked up and presented the paperback to her again.

“I’ll read it.” She yanked the book out of his hand. “Do you want a written book report, or can I give it to you orally?” As soon as she said the words, she wanted to take them back.

“I think I’d like the oral rendition very much.” His eyes twinkled with devilish delight.

She clamped down hard on a string of expletives. “Are you a randy thirteen-year-old boy trapped in a man’s body?”

Personification of innocence, he shrugged. “I merely answered your question.”

She considered the book more closely. Black ink covered up parts of the cover, and someone had ripped out the first few pages. “Why isn’t an author listed?”

“Some authors prefer anonymity.”

“Yeah-huh. Authors like you, perhaps.”

“I’m flattered, but I didn’t write it. That book was written hundreds of years ago.”

The cover felt like well-worn fabric, but the inner pages were crisp and the spine unbent. “This isn’t hundreds of years old.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

“You just said—”

“That the book was written long ago, not printed. Do you know anything about books?”

“I guess not.” A thought dawned. “Is this what you do all day besides prance around your big house like a fancy boy?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll make you a deal.”

“Are we gonna fight again? I should warn you, even decked in this stupid dress, I’ve rested, and you might find—”

He lifted his hand. “If you will stop needling me, I’ll stop—”

“What?” She put her hands on her hips. “You’ll stop grinding your obscene wealth in my face? How about you let me go?”

“How about you stop acting like a child, and I’ll refrain from treating you like one?” He spoke through gritted teeth.

She had been acting like a spoiled brat, antagonizing him for no other reason than, well, she could. He allowed himself to be antagonized, and it amused her to upset him. Passion filled him when he got angry, and she liked that for some strange reason, but she didn’t want to push him too far.

“Fine. I’ll stop teasing you if you stop teasing me.” She thought they sounded like a couple of two-year-olds.

“How am I teasing you?” One brow lifted over his intense gaze.

“Knock off the lewd comments.”

“Agreed.” He bowed formally. “If you knock off the rude ones.”

“Deal.”

She accepted his offered hand. Big and strong, his hand swallowed hers. His flesh was hot and enticing, but without calluses. Her hands were hardened from cutting her own firewood, dragging buckets of water from the creek, maintaining two gardens, and filing the endless courthouse paperwork. A scathing remark formed in her mind, but she swallowed the slur in light of their truce.

She attempted to pull her hand back. He refused to let go.

“What?” She yanked her hand away.

In a flash, he captured her wrist and pulled her hand close so he could inspect her palm. As he did, she could smell the enticing citrus and pine of him.

“You have very strong hands.”

“I actually work for a living.” He must be used to women with soft hands and long, painted fingernails.

He leaned close and took a deep breath, as if tasting the air around her. “You never rest.” His concerned gaze found hers.

Confused by his abrupt and naked tenderness, she repeated by rote, “Idle hands are the devil’s playground.”

“I doubt he finds much play with you.”

“Can I have my hand back now?” She found his genuine concern alarming and knew she’d made a foolish deal. It would be easier to keep him at arm’s length if he acted like the playboy she expected, and she could freely point out his foibles.

Didn’t I tell him I wouldn’t make another deal with the devil, and isn’t that exactly what he’s just lured me into?

In a sweeping, courtly gesture, he bowed and placed a kiss on the back of her hand. When his lips pressed to her flesh, she felt the heat of his breath as he murmured, “You are a remarkable woman.”

Hurt, she extracted her hand from his grasp. “I thought you weren’t going to tease me anymore?”

Looking perplexed, he straightened. “I am not teasing you. You are a remarkable woman, Mary.”

Unsure of his motive, frightened by the melting in her heart, she changed the subject. “Yeah-huh. Teach me about books.”


Chapter Eight

Unable to conceal his pleasure, Michael led Mary through House to the outside compound. Showing her the way out of base command went beyond foolish, but he wanted to share with her his greatest passion. Smuggling books comprised a negligible percentage of his empire, but the very nature of forbidden books thrilled him more than anything else he did.

Eyes wide, Mary noted every turn and each pass by security. He hoped she realized the futility of trying to escape. Not that she shouldn’t notice. She wouldn’t be the elusive Bandit of Taiga if she didn’t take note of her surroundings, and he wouldn’t be sane if he didn’t observe her quick and calculating glances. She noticed everything, and her expression remained grim but determined.

He wanted her to accept that she could not elude him. Security on Windmere clamped down like a fist. Any intelligent person wouldn’t even try to escape.

He looked at her again. Intelligent. Far more so than he thought at first because of her ill-bestowed nickname. He imagined she hated hers as much as he did his.

“Your attention is focused on the ship at the end of the tarmac.”

“That is an unusual ship.” She shrugged, trying to appear uninterested, but her darting glances revealed her curiosity.

Custom-made, gleaming in the afternoon light, Whisper was a long, thin silver cylinder, almost like a needle, horizontal across the last slot on the tarmac. For two years, he’d kept everything inside exactly as he’d found it, except for the infirmary—Duster and his paranoia.

Michael had bought Whisper for an exorbitant price after thinking Kraft dead from a Random attack. As if magically resurrected, Kraft appeared on his doorstep as a cook-whore to Captain Jace Lawless of the rust-bucket Mutiny. What Michael thought was a second chance became a funeral. Love, the wicked emotional scent, billowed around Kraft in a compelling cloud, but her fathomless black eyes focused on Jace Lawless, not him.

Enraged when he couldn’t entice her, induce her, compel her, or even buy her to stay with him, he’d resorted to emotional blackmail. Kraft caved. She’d been willing to sacrifice herself so that Jace and his crew could leave with their lives. Kraft said honor compelled her, but love had driven her actions, and Michael still couldn’t shake the maddening scent from his mind.

He’d let them all go, thinking Kraft would realize he could give her far more than Captain Jace Lawless ever could. A month later, Kraft and the entire crew of Mutiny died in a freak accident with an IWOG attack ship. When Michael realized all hope was irrevocably lost, something inside him died. He knew he would never find love like that again. In his grief, he tested the limits of Duster’s patience and the security of his entire planet. Had Duster’s accusation been correct, that Michael was using Mary as a stand-in for Kraft?

Michael turned his attention to Mary. She still wore the ill-fitting green dress, but over it she wore one of his old black leather jackets that hung to her mid-thigh. When he’d tried to give her one that matched the dress, she refused, holding out the lace-covered velvet. “Yeah-huh. Would you wear this?”

She’d insisted on wearing her own brown boots, even though they didn’t match, either. Mary looked liked she just emerged from a rummage sale, but she was determined to win by small points.

Her face glowed and her blunt-cut chestnut hair spilled across her shoulders in casual wisps. Without a single female trapping, she compelled him more than any woman he’d ever known, even Kraft. Her ragtag outfit, her utter lack of vanity, echoed a complicated woman. One he wanted to unravel for a whole host of reasons.

He leaned close to read her scent but pulled back when she looked up and leveled her gaze at him. Her intelligent eyes hit him solid, as if they stood eye-to-eye and equally matched.

“That ship got a name?”

“Her name is Whisper.” He said it automatically, then startled at his admission, like she’d magically compelled the truth from him against his will.

“Kraft’s ship.” Mary didn’t bother to look at him for confirmation. “Kraft is a serious ass-kicker, isn’t she?”

Truce fresh in his mind, he strode away and said over his shoulder, “I don’t wish to discuss her with you.”

Mary caught up. “Is she dead?”

He stopped and faced her. “That is one sore spot you’d best not poke.”

“Okay.” Mary shrugged. “Which ship are we gonna take?”

“The shuttle, there.” He lifted his finger to his personal transport. At the last moment, he pointed to Duster’s. He thought Mary would appreciate what Duster called “funky character”. When he’d offered to upgrade the battered shuttle, Duster insisted, “I like her the way she is. Just leave her alone. You don’t fly Scuttlebutt, I do.”

Michael moved a jumble of random garbage off the passenger seat and showed Mary how to strap on the restraints. He couldn’t help but notice a shift in her scent when he touched her. He grinned, pleased to discover that minuscule brushes of his fingertips elicited her citrus floral desire.

Once settled, she set the fuzzy green dice swinging. “What’s this for?”

“From Earth. Traditional decoration for motorized transport.” The oversize dice hung from the center light of the cramped shuttle.

“Were they all gamblers or something?”

“I believe it’s whimsical, not representational.” Frankly, Michael didn’t know. Customs from ancient Earth were things Duster was into, not him. His shuttle didn’t have anything dangling from the center light.

She looked around at the battered interior of the tiny craft and he followed her gaze. Wadded-up paper cups littered the floor along with the scattered remains of crackleseeds. Fingerprints and smears covered the dusty windows. A subtle scent of dirt and stale sweat emanated from the cloth seats and ratty carpet. All of it indicated this was a well lived-in space.

“I haven’t cleaned it in a while.” He flashed her an embarrassed grimace.

“You mean you haven’t ordered—I mean, I like it.” She set the dice swinging again.

He realized she struggled to curb her nasty tongue, but she did for their truce. “I like it too.” He offered her a tentative smile that she echoed.

As he took off from base command, she leaned back and looked out the window to her right. “’Sides, Duster likes the crackleseeds, not you.”

“Explain yourself.”

“You have perfect teeth.” She kept her gaze on the barren desert that raced below them. “Duster has a notch in his incisor, right where he pops the pod apart.”

Impressed by her powers of observation, he began to regret taking her out of House at all. What else had her sharp eyes noticed?

She nudged the dice. They twirled together, then swung around in a lazy circle. “Why does that I noticed surprise you?”

“Because I didn’t think you would notice.”

“Why?”

“Whoever dubbed you Remarkably Average Mary needs to have his head examined.” He glanced across at her in time to watch delicate pink wash her cheeks. She seemed unaccustomed to compliments, and he had a burning desire to give her about a hundred more.

“Most folks outside of Pine Glenn only call me that once. If they live, they don’t make the same mistake twice.”

He took a deep breath, trying to read her scent.

“Why do you do that?” She scowled. “Sniff like that, I mean. You’re not a Push addict, are you?”

“No.” He almost laughed at the idea his unique ability made her think he sniffed the stimulant Push. Better her to think that than to know the truth.

He landed Scuttlebutt next to the plant where the books were printed, bound, battered and then exported. He showed her around, using the catwalks above the pounding, clanking machines.

“That’s where they come out.” He pointed. He yelled so she could hear him over the cacophony.

“They look new.”

“Right. Markus there is going to start feeding them into the batterer.”

“The what?” She stuck her fingers in her ears and pulled them out again.

“The machine I invented to batter the covers.” He raised his voice even higher.

“Why?”

He led her away from the main floor to the much quieter offices in the back before he answered. “Because they sell better.” After he closed the door, he sat on the edge of a cluttered desk.

“I don’t get it.” She looked out the window, seemingly disappointed to find nothing but miles of desolate high desert. “Why would someone want a book that looked like it’d been through a war zone?”

“Cachet.” He shrugged. “Battered paperbacks have a feel of contraband, feel like they have a history. Fringe folk seem to like the idea that the books have passed through many hands. Used books sell three times better than new ones. Twenty times better than electronic ones.”

Over her shoulder, she smiled and arched her brow. “You’re not a bandit, you’re a book smuggler.”

“Surprised?” He wanted her to be impressed and intrigued. From his reports, he knew she loved books as much as he did, and finding common ground between them would be the first step in seducing her.

“Well, yeah. I just figured you’d be into something a little more dangerous, like weapons, or maybe drugs.” She scowled at the floor. “You sure do seem to sniff a lot.”

“I assure you, I’m not on drugs, nor do I sell them. Contrary to what you think, books are far more dangerous to deal in than weapons or drugs.”

“I don’t see how. I know books are illegal and the IWOG—”

“Do you know what they do if they catch a book smuggler?”

She frowned and shook her head. “No.”

“They pile up the books, toss the bound smuggler on top and set the pile ablaze.”

Velvet-brown eyes went round. “While he’s still alive?”

He nodded. “A horrible way to die, I imagine.”

“Yeah-huh. Well, I can’t think of a good way to die.” She looked out the window. “Death sucks all the way around.”

“Indeed.”

When he stood, she took a wary step back from the window and closer to the door. He tried to look smaller by leaning against the wall, but Mary wasn’t having it and took another sidestep to the exit.

“On the flipside, if the IWOG catches a drug smuggler, they take the drugs for their own use and incarcerate the smuggler in pay prison. All things considered, it’s far safer to deal drugs than books.”

“Then why do you deal in books?”

“I like danger.” He flashed her a wicked smile, which she echoed.

“It’s more than that.”

“I like tweaking the IWOG. I also enjoy providing a cheap pleasure to the Fringe folk. Funny that books are considered more dangerous than drugs to the IWOG. I guess it’s because drugs generally keep the teeming masses complacent, but books have the power to educate and even incite.”

“You don’t just sell pleasure books?” She attempted to flip open one of the books on the cluttered desk.

He pressed the book closed. If she read the publishing information, his deception would be over. “I produce and sell all kinds. Contrary to what you might think of me, I know what it’s like out there. If what I do brings even a few moments of escape to Fringe life, I’m happy to do it.”

“I’ll bet the script doesn’t hurt either.” She softened her tone. “I mean I’m sure it’s profitable as well as pleasurable.”

“Win-win.” His wrist com let out three short beeps. Not now. He turned away from her. “Yes?”

“It’s that Jones business again.” Duster sounded frustrated. “Can you meet me over at R and D?”

“Give me half an hour.”

“Sooner would be better, Mi—”

“I’m at the printers and need to get Mary back to base.” He opened the door and stalked toward the production area, hoping he’d cut Duster off before Mary heard his slip.

“Yes, Commander.” Duster’s voice dripped with snide annoyance.

Mary looked at his wrist com. “Jones business?”

“It’s nothing for you to worry about.” Michael wished he didn’t have to worry about it, either. Jones, his newest scientist in research and development, had turned out to be a major pain in the ass. Smart as three Einsteins, Jones also postured as fussy as a ship full of divas.

Pounding and clanking prevented any further conversation as Mary followed him back into the shuttle. He watched with amusement as she set the fuzzy green dice swinging again.

“You do a lot more than smuggle books, don’t you?”

“I am a man of many interests.”

“A man whose name starts with my.”

“What?” He tried to pitch his voice to a distracted air as he flew back to base command.

“Nice try, but I’m not deaf. I heard Duster say ‘my’ before you cut him off. Your name starts with M-I or M-Y, maybe M-A or M-E.” Humming, she touched her tongue to the corner of her grin. “Is your name something really horrible, like Maurice? Myron? Oh, I know, it’s Marion, isn’t it?” She practically jumped up and down in her seat. “That’s why you don’t want to tell me your name. You have a girl’s name!” Her eyes sparkled with genuine delight and a strange, playful malice. She exuded a scent reminiscent of whisky and bubblegum.

“And you wonder why I won’t tell you?” His glare settled her. “Besides, I thought we had a truce. No more teasing.”

“I wouldn’t tease you if your name was Marion.” She appraised him from head to toe. “Is it?”

“Yes, you would, and no, it isn’t. Not even close.”

She played with the dice as she hummed. “Your name does start with M though, doesn’t it?”

Michael vowed to fire Harper, the operative who filed the report that said Mary had average intelligence. I’ll fire him after I put him in a locked room with her for an hour.

“Maybe it’s Mary, like yours.”

“A man named Mary?” She laughed with a delightful, skipping sound. “Sounds like a song lyric, but I vote no. You don’t look much like a Mary.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should—Martin.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. It didn’t take her long to find a new way to annoy him. He had to nip this game in the bud. “My name isn’t Martin. Call me—”

“Ishmael,” she tossed off with a challenging grin.

Smart and quick. “I’m not a book by Herman Melville. Although you referring to me as Moby Dick could be rather compelling, I think it best if you call me—”

“Commander.” She stuck her tongue out. “I know. ’Sides, even if I guessed right, you wouldn’t admit the truth anyway. You couldn’t bear to give up one iota of your power.”

Her snide comment hurt, and he wished they weren’t trapped in the roles of captor and captive. Softly he reminded, “A truce isn’t any good if you repeatedly violate the terms.”

“Okay, okay.” She sighed. “Christ, you’re touchy. You don’t play much, do you?”

“Depends what you mean by play.” He winked.

“Now who’s violating the truce?” she shot back, all false indignation, then laughed. “Are we a pair or what?” She set the dice swinging again.

He couldn’t help but laugh. She nailed the truth dead-on. He didn’t play much. Five years of fighting off the IWOG made him a rather sour, dour bore who drank more than he laughed.

“I guess we’re going to have to get used to this. You not being a smart-ass, and me not being an irrepressible flirt.”

“Difficult to curb one’s nature, isn’t it?”

“Indeed.”

He landed the shuttle and ushered her back into the center of his fortified base. Surrounded by House, Mary had access to her bedroom and the main portion of the inner sanctum.

“I’m sorry our outing was cut short.” He wanted to touch her but couldn’t find one acceptable reason to.

“Well, running a huge smuggling empire demands a lot of time, I imagine.” She shook her head. “I mean I understand that you have work to do.”

He realized how hard she struggled to be civil. Nasty comments popped unbidden from her mouth, but she softened them in the next breath. He imagined it would take a while for her to act with any semblance of manners.

“Make yourself at home. If you need anything, ask House.”

“What if I need my freedom?” She switched gears so fast her words damn near caused his head to spin. The playful gleam in her eyes vanished, in its place, a focused demand.

“Give me what I need, and I’ll give you what you need.” He dipped his head, lowering his face close to hers. Her scent shifted to that floral citrus of desire. She closed her eyes in anticipation. He didn’t move. He wanted her to complete the kiss. He needed her to finalize the promise he offered.

Fear, base as turned earth, drew her head away.

Damn.

“I think my needs are easier to meet than yours.” She stepped back, right into the wall. She straightened and offered him a brave-front smile with a determined lift of her chin that only clarified the smell of her terror.

“I would never steal from you, Mary.” The dark compost of her fear forced him to lean back.

“That’s good.” She swallowed hard. “I won’t steal from you, either. I mean, not anymore. I mean I won’t swipe anything.” Her gaze dropped to his pants. “I wouldn’t ever make you do something—” She bit her lip to stop babbling.

“There are many things I could force you to do. My mind swirls with potential.” With a step forward, he lifted her chin and lowered his lips close to hers. “But I would much rather taste your surrender.”

He turned and walked off without a backward glance.


Chapter Nine

Commander wanted her surrender. He swore he wouldn’t force her, and Mary knew he didn’t have to. If she stayed, she knew she’d eventually submit to him. When he placed his mouth so close to hers, she kept waiting for him to complete the motion and kiss her. She wanted him to, so she could taste his mouth.

She touched her lips, lost in a recurrent fantasy that involved Overlord pressing a passionate kiss to her before he rushed off to fight the IWOG. But now, Overlord didn’t have a shadowed face. His face looked like Commander’s. She swore she could also smell that maddening scent of his pine and citrus zest emanating from the Overlord in her mind.

“Christ!” She pulled her hand away from her mouth, vowing not to make Commander the star of her Overlord dreams.

Even more determined to escape, she searched the rest of the rooms she had access to, twice, and found a big load of nothing useful, except for more plastimirror. Not sure how she could use the malleable substance, she nonetheless hid stashes throughout House.

Looking out the windows proved equally pointless. The solarium looked into the big birdcage filled with so much foliage she couldn’t see beyond the steamy glass. The bank of windows in the grand ballroom had a thick wall of trees blocking the view of what she could only imagine was high desert after her ride in the shuttle. Her bedroom windows were of smart glass, energized and opaque.

She was certain that if she tried to break the windows, alarms would go off, or worse, set off her bracelet. She considered fiddling with the plastimetal bracelet but didn’t want a dose of Baka for her efforts.

Somehow, she had to get out of House in order to escape, and she had to defeat the functions of her bracelet. “While I’m dreaming, I’d like a fast ship stuffed with weapons and script.”

If nothing else, she had to keep her distance from the aggressively sexy Commander. When he’d strapped her into the shuttle, her body reacted to his touch, but her mind reacted more to his strapping her down. Commander was very good at being in charge, and she liked the idea of him compelling her, but then fear of being vulnerable caused her to fight his advances.

Perhaps she should dump some of that smelly musk on herself. That would drive him away, but she didn’t want to have to smell that stench either. Besides, she doubted such a ploy would work. Genuine attraction didn’t drive his actions. He played with her like the Taiga deputies, the Duhon brothers, did when they arrested drunken women on payday Friday.

Feeling defeated and frustrated, she turned her attention to the book Commander had left for her. She realized the black marks covered up the author name and the publisher information, and he’d been quick to close the book at the plant. Would such information give her a clue as to who he was or where he held her? It might. She held the cover open and up against the brightest light she could find but still couldn’t make anything out.

Perhaps a clue or some insight lay within the pages.

She spent the afternoon reading Danger in the Dark. Curled up on the burgundy fainting couch, she didn’t realize how much time had passed until House turned the lights on.

Sudden brightness shocked her and she tossed the book in the air with a bellowed, “Christ almighty!”

Fumbling for the book, Mary flipped the pages around to find her place. Caught up as Janice, the intrepid, and at times foolish, heroine of the book, found herself in another dangerous predicament, Mary couldn’t read fast enough to satisfy her curiosity. She wanted to know just how Janice was going to get herself out of this mess.

Pulled away by a sneaky thought, Mary wondered if that was why Commander gave her the pleasure book. Janice, in many ways, seemed similar to herself—falling into one big mess after another. The only difference was that Janice was wholly unaware that her own actions led to trouble. Mary wished herself so blissfully unaware of her own penchant for peril. If her actions didn’t get her in a mess, she knew her smart mouth would.

Commander said he liked danger, and Mary thought that perhaps she did too. She never felt more alive than when she robbed the black-market shipping lanes. Danger gave life a sharp edge and all of her senses cut to acute awareness. Nothing killed the spirit more quickly than boredom.

“Are you enjoying the book?”

Mary shot into a fighting stance, trembling as she faced Commander. “If your goal is to give me a heart attack, you’re doing a bang-up job!” She slapped her hand over her pounding heart as she withdrew, dropping her tense stance.

“I apologize.” Commander looked contrite for about half a second before he started laughing.

“You—you—I don’t know what you are, but stop scaring the daylights out of me.” For a large man, he had the softest step. Probably because he didn’t wear shoes on his big, tan feet.

“Nightlights, at this point.”

“What?” She yanked her gaze from his sexy feet to his massive hands.

“It’s night time.” He pointed to the bank of windows behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder. Darkness outside reflected the brightly lit room back at her in wavy shapes.

“Yeah-huh.” She yawned and stretched. “So, what’s for dinner?”

“That’s what I like.”

“What?” She blinked up at him, wary.

“A woman with her priorities on straight.”



Cook followed Michael’s orders to make simple meals. Tonight Michael dined with Mary in the small parlor off the main dining room on soup, salad and sandwiches. The less he tried to impress her, the more she warmed up to him. She was a simple woman with simple tastes. No, not simple, not Mary, but she did seem more appreciative of simple tastes.

“Tell me, what do you think of Danger in the Dark so far?” He settled back, sipping from a fresh cup of coffee.

“I like that book.” She smiled with a strange shyness he didn’t grasp as she fidgeted in her chair, toying with her spoon.

“Does it remind you of someone?”

“Who? The heroine?” She shot him a suspicious glance. “Are you trying to get at the fact you think she’s like me?”

After a lift of his brow, he shook his head. “The thought never crossed my mind. Janice couldn’t fight her way out of a wet paper sack. You, on the other hand, would tear your way out of the sack, then kick the crap out of whoever put you in there, as you force-fed them the remains of said sack.”

Mary chuckled and looked down at the plain stoneware plates as a blush darted across her cheeks. Even subtle compliments unbalanced her, making her scent unstable and thus more unreadable.

“There is something about the book that draws you in.” Leaning around the small circular table between them, he breathed deeply of her, but he still couldn’t read her conflicted scent. “What is it, Mary?”

She looked down at her plate for a long time, not scowling, but not smiling, debating. “Have you ever heard of a man called Overlord?”

Thank gods she kept her attention on her own plate. If she had looked at him when she asked that question, the shock in his eyes would have given him away.

“I’ve heard of him. Why?”

A wistful, troubled grin crossed her face as she toyed with her water goblet. “Promise me that you won’t laugh.”

“I promise.” He’d strangle himself with his own two hands before he’d laugh at her.

“The shadowy man in the book reminds me of Overlord.” Passion filled the depths of her eyes when she finally met his gaze.

“You’ve met Overlord?” He couldn’t keep the edge out of his voice. Had some Lothario been running around seducing women using his despised nickname? The mere thought infuriated him, especially if the bastard had done so to Mary.

“I wish!” She laughed. “But no, I’ve never met him.”

“Then how does the man in the book remind you of a man you’ve never met?” A dark foreboding coiled tension throughout his body.

“Just—well—because—I don’t know.” She rolled her eyes and looked away, embarrassment staining her cheeks again.

If he remembered the book correctly, Janice never saw the man who helped her until the very end. Along the way, Janice took to wild fantasies about the man she knew only as a voice on the phone. Click. He understood in a sickening rush.

“Is Overlord your hero?” He hated to ask, because he couldn’t live up to even half the tales told about Overlord. His nickname followed him like a curse, a prayer, alternately despised and adored by millions.

Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, she grimaced at her plate. “I guess you could say that.” She looked up at him, wary, as if she expected him to point at her and laugh.

He sat very still. “Why?”

“Why is Overlord my hero?” she asked with an incredulous rising note. “Are you kidding?”

“No.” What tales did she believe? How deep did her misguided infatuation run?

“He’s done the impossible by fighting off an IWOG invasion! For years, the IWOG has tried to capture him but hasn’t come close.” A playful malice filled her eyes, and her whole face lit up with admiration. “They don’t even have a sketch of him, so arresting him is like—like—finding a needle in a haystack, in a thousand galactic haystacks. I think he’s just—amazing.”

She gushed like a smitten schoolgirl. His heart took a sickening lurch. He’d given her the book because of the opening line about fear and desire, since that was what her scent conveyed to him. He wanted her to think of him while she read, but he realized her fascination wasn’t about him at all.

“You’re infatuated with Overlord.”

“I knew you’d laugh.” The light in her eyes died when she scowled down at the dark pine floor.

“Look at me. Am I laughing?” He longed for a glass of whisky the size of his skull.

She met his gaze with a lift of her chin. “No, but you will. Behind my back.” Lowering her voice, she added, “Everyone does.”

Her soft admission reminded him of the abuse she’d suffered at the hands of the Pine Glenn inhabitants.

“I won’t.” He wanted her infatuated with him, the man she knew as Commander, not Overlord, even though he was Overlord. He wanted her to want him, the man, not the overblown hero he could never be. “I don’t think this is funny at all.”

“You think I’m stupid.” She looked down at her plate.

“I don’t think that either.” He reached for her hand, but she pulled away.

“Then what do you think?” Her gaze locked to his.

I think this is getting ever more complicated.

As he scrambled for something, anything, to say, Mary abruptly shot to her feet.

“Hey, don’t worry.” She forced a smile. “I know I have a better chance of becoming queen of the Void than of ever meeting Overlord. If millions of IWOG officers can’t find him, what chance do I have?” She nodded to the table. “Thanks for supper.”

He stood. “Please don’t go.”

“I’ve had enough. I mean I’m full. I don’t want dessert.”

“Then sit and talk with me for a moment longer.” He held out his hand to her.

She sat with a reluctant sigh. “Who’s your hero?”

The question caught him off-guard as he settled back to his seat. The first name to pop into his head was Kraft. He didn’t know how, but Mary knew.

“Kraft is your hero.” She folded her napkin with slender fingers.

“I won’t discuss her with you.” He forced his tone to a crisp, business-like edge.

“Thanks for the confirmation.”

“Mary—”

“What?” Her intelligent gaze hit him solid. “You think I’m going to make fun of you because your hero is a woman? I’m not. It’s different but not all that surprising.” She shrugged. “Neither is the fact you’re all infatuated with her. I guess the only difference is you’ve actually met your hero, and I haven’t.”

Complicated? The situation is downright Byzantine. How could he tell her she sat across the table from her hero, who was anything and everything but a hero?

“Was she your girlfriend, your wife? Do I remind you of her?”

For once in his life, he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what to say. So he attacked. “What makes you think you remind me of her?”

Mary flinched back. “I don’t—I—wondered.” Anger filled her face and voice as she lifted her chin. “That’s why I asked.”

“I don’t want to talk about Kraft.” He turned slightly away, feeling threatened and afraid. He wanted to know every secret of hers but didn’t want to give up any of his own.

After a long pause, Mary softly said, “I took a risk and told you something personal and private because I’m trying to trust you. Trust is really, really hard for me.”

From what he’d read about her in his reports, her reaching out to him at all was impressive. Guilt washed over him, rendering him unable to speak.

“Look, if this is going to be one-sided, I’ll stop.” She toyed with her napkin. “If my honesty makes you uncomfortable, we can go back to being wary antagonists.”

He didn’t want to be her captor or her enemy. He wanted to be her friend. He wanted to share himself with her but feared her eventual rejection.

“Kraft is the one subject I don’t discuss with anyone.” He didn’t even like to talk about Kraft with Duster, who’d been his second for over seven years.

“Maybe she wouldn’t haunt you so much if you did.”

“She doesn’t haunt me.” He reached for his wine but pulled back his hand. Alcohol wouldn’t help, probably the opposite. He reached for his water and took a long drink.

“Is that why you keep her ship spit-polished pristine on the tarmac, like she’s going to emerge from it at any moment?” Her gaze met his with steady intensity.

“How dare you.” Her remarkable insight infuriated and shocked him. Worried she could somehow read him, he pulled back from the table.

“Listen to me, the tone of my voice. Do you hear one bit of mocking, or one tiny scrap of needling? I’m not asking so I can have some kind of psychological hold over you. I’m asking because it seems to hurt you.” She shook her head and lifted her hands. “I didn’t mean—not my asking—but her memory seems to hurt you, and if you’d just deal with—”

“What are you? My stripper?” He’d contemplated going to a chemtherapist to have his memories of Kraft removed but nixed the idea when he found out he’d lose all his memories after the day he met Kraft too.

“No, I’m not a therapist. I’m trying to be your friend.” Mary squirmed in her chair. “If I’m messing it up, I’m sorry, but I don’t have a lot of experience with making friends.”

Vulnerable honesty in her eyes and voice compelled him to lean closer, but a strange perversity made him coldly say, “Friends respect each other’s privacy.”

She opened her mouth to retort but snapped her jaw abruptly shut and continued to fold her napkin.

Shocked that he didn’t get a reaction out of her, he snarled, “You don’t have any right to poke your nose around a bunch of painful memories. It’s unbelievable you’re trying to do so under the guise of friendship.”

She folded her napkin into an origami butterfly. “You’re right.”

He sat back with a soft, “Huh?” What happened to the feisty and argumentative Mary? Who was this calm and thoughtful woman across the table from him?

“If you ever do want to talk about Kraft, while you keep me captive in your life, you let me know, okay? Otherwise, I’ll keep my nosy questions to myself.”

She didn’t yell, didn’t scream, didn’t dump food on the floor and didn’t twist his words around to bite him on his own ass.

Mary backed off.

Infuriated, he lashed out. “So, now I don’t owe you one for one? One secret of mine for one of yours?”

“You already gave me one.”

“Indeed?”

“Books. I guess I forgot that you shared with me first. And I gave you one. Overlord. That makes us even in my book.”

She returned her attention to folding her napkin.

Why did he feel the sudden need to drag her into an argument? Was it from self-defense or to keep her at a distance? He wanted to talk about Kraft, wanted to express his anger at her death and his fear he might be partially responsible. If he didn’t say something soon, Mary would leave the table.

“That’s a nice butterfly.”

“Thanks.”

“Origami.”

“Yeah-huh. Well, technically, you’re supposed to use paper, but this works.” She offered him a tentative grin. “I learned in school, well, more so because of school. I had to do something while the teachers droned on.” She pointed at his napkin. “Can you make anything?”

With a few quick folds, he created a dog, but the napkin wasn’t stiff enough and the fabric collapsed under its own weight.

“Well, it was a dog,” he offered.

“And now it’s a dog puddle.” She giggled.

“Isn’t a dog puddle called piddle?” he asked.

After another giggle, she tried to look serious. “I think they’re called poodles.”

Her bright laughter compelled his, and he realized he’d laughed more in the last few days than he had in the last few years. Despite the obstacles between them, he found he enjoyed being with Mary. He liked her, not as a conquest, or a puzzle, but as a person, a friend. His only other friend was Duster.

“Why did you learn—I mean, never mind.” She shook out her napkin and folded the hunter green fabric into something else.

He didn’t want her to be afraid of asking him questions. “I learned in bars and hells. Origami was something to do while waiting for jobs. It’s also a great way to meet women.”

“How so?”

“Women would wander over to see what I was doing, and I’d give them what I’d made.”

“I find it hard to believe that you had to have some gimmick to meet women.” She flashed him a dubious frown.

“Why’s that?”

“Have you ever looked in a mirror?” Mary raised her eyebrows. “In case you haven’t, you’re not hard on the eyes. I imagine it far more likely you had to find a way to keep the women at bay. With bodyguards.”

“I’m flattered.” It surprised him when he flushed at her compliment. “But what I did for a living kept the women well away for the most part.”

“Care to share?”

He considered how much she might know about Overlord, but her honesty made him willing to take a risk. “I was a pickpocket.”

She gasped and looked around. “You’ve come a long way.”

A very long and bloody way, he thought, as he followed her gaze to the opulence surrounding them. “I hated that life. A lot of danger for a minuscule payoff.”

“How did you ever—” She cut herself off with a clamping of her jaw, and he sensed her fear of incurring his wrath by asking the wrong question. Mary honestly wanted to connect to him as a friend and tried not to overstep perceived boundaries.

“Don’t stop asking me questions.” He leaned back, fiddling with his coffee cup. “If you ask something I don’t want to answer, I’ll say so, and I’ll do my best not to get upset.”

“Deal.” She offered her hand. “I’ll do my best not to push.”

“Deal.” He cupped her hand, shook gently and let go, even though he wanted to hold on.

“So, how did you ever get away from being a pickpocket?”

“I put my hand in the wrong boot.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “I thought pickpockets picked pockets, not boots.”

“That’s the general idea, but this lady had a wad of script in her boot that would have choked a thousand elves.”

“You got caught.” Mary guessed the truth with a grin.

“Indeed.” He grinned back. “I almost got killed.” He could tell from her expression that she’d guessed the identity of his target and teacher. He confirmed the truth. “Kraft.”

“I thought so.” Mary nodded.

“Kraft taught me there were bigger things in the Void to pick other than pockets or boots.” It struck him in a sudden rush that he’d met Kraft while attempting to steal from her, and he met Mary when she’d attempted to steal from him. Mary had a knack for looping his life back on him.

“Kraft taught you how to be a bigger and better pickpocket.”

“No, Kraft set my feet down the path of smuggling.”

“Books?” Mary’s face lit up. She found books as fascinating as he did.

“Not at first.” He hedged around an ugly truth. “I couldn’t afford a fast enough ship to smuggle books, but eventually, yes.”

“So all of this”—Mary lifted her hands to encompass the entire extravagant House—“was built by a pickpocket?”

“Yes.” Once he’d amassed a fortune smuggling, he’d used his money to terraform Windmere. Rich veins of heavy metals built his empire, but he’d started as a pickpocket.

“I like it.” She smiled with a playful gleam. “Knowing that somehow makes all of this less intimidating.”

He compared his world to what he knew of hers from his reports. “You didn’t steal my goods in order to work your way to something like this, did you?”

“No.” Refusing to meet his gaze, she considered the bird she constructed from her napkin.

“If it’s not riches you’re after, what is it?” He leaned forward, almost desperate for an answer.

“I can’t tell you.” Genuine reluctance filled her gaze when she looked up at him.

“I thought we were trying to be friends.” He leaned closer, frustrated he’d lost the easy rapport between them with one question. “I thought we were trying to trust each other.”

“It’s not that simple.” She frowned. “If this were just about me, I’d tell you, but it isn’t, so I can’t. I’m sorry.”

Mary shot to her feet and hurried from the room.


Chapter Ten

Mary couldn’t sleep. Raw edges from the green dress rubbed against her skin. She tossed and turned for an hour before she yanked the stupid thing off and flung it to the floor.

Naked, she snuggled into silk sheets that smelled of peaches and hyacinth. She didn’t think Commander would burst into her room unannounced, but still, she felt vulnerable sleeping in the nude. Alone in her cabin in the woods, she slept with her boots on in case she had to be up and ready at a moment’s notice. Here, she didn’t have such worries.

Such worries. That about summed up her life. One nagging worry after another plagued her. Thoughts turning to home, Taiga and the folks of Pine Glenn, she wondered if they had any idea what had happened to her, or if any of them cared.

She didn’t know if anyone saw the Runner abduct her from the spaceport near Pine Glenn. Just the thought of her adopted father Emmet Courtland twisting in the wind not knowing, about drove her mad.

She wondered if Commander would let her send a message to Emmet. Probably not. Even if he did, he’d no doubt read the message, and that would only make matters worse. No, let Commander think her the leader. Whatever pain Emmet had she would address later, when she got out of here; or rather if she got out of here.

When would Commander get bored, give up and send her away? Another week? A month? A year? She didn’t have months or years to dawdle. A week was too long. One glance of him in all his smoldering male glory was one glance too many. Hotter and sexier than any man had a right to be, Commander was every schoolgirl fantasy all rolled up into one thigh-clenching dream. She alternately wanted to kiss him, kick him, capitulate to him and then command him to her every whim.

Since Commander wouldn’t let her go, she had to escape. Surprisingly, she felt bad about it. He was a lot more human to her once he climbed off his high horse. He hadn’t been on the Fringe for a long time, and she seemed to remind him of what it was like. And that made him behave nicer. Or maybe it was only because she was behaving nicer. Nicer? Her language teacher would have switched her butt for that, but lemon-sucking Mrs. Roth wasn’t here.

With a sigh, she rolled onto her back. Above her, she saw a pale reflection. “What the—” She sat up, and so did the woman above her head. “A mirror.” She settled back, wondering why someone would want a mirror above the bed, of all places.

“Maybe Kraft liked to watch herself sleep.” She considered. “Stupid. How could you watch yourself sleep?” Pondering the mirror, Mary distracted herself by wondering about Kraft.

Commander said Kraft taught him to smuggle, but had it been more than that? Had he loved her? The man kept her ship like a shrine. He either hated or loved her. Probably both. Mary imagined a great and torrid romance between them that went horribly wrong because of, well, clashing egos, most like. He certainly had a big one, and Kraft, what little Mary knew of her, seemed to have a good reason to have a massive ego.

Kraft had to be dead. Why else would her ship be here? Mary would just about give her eyeteeth to find out why Commander thought of Kraft whenever he looked at her. Mainly so she could exploit it. She felt a little guilty about such a thought and slept in fitful bursts.

In the morning, she found a new dress hanging off the back of the bathroom door. The simple copper dextex looked like it would fit better, but she put her same green dress on after her shower. He couldn’t dress her up like some kind of doll. She became even more determined to wear the green silk-and-velvet dress until it fell apart, or he returned her own clothes to her.

After looking around House, she lurked at the doorway of a fully outfitted dojo. In a space where over a hundred students could work out, she watched Commander practice katas solo.

Sweat-slicked, bare-chested, clad in black gi pants, he moved gracefully from one position to another, each stroke of his massive body a dance, a weapon, wielded with seductive expertise.

From where she stood, she caught wisps of his fresh sweat mixed with that pine and citrus zest of him. The entire dojo smelled faintly of him. She found the scent so intoxicating she breathed through her mouth.

Watching every line of his powerful body against the white room, she realized he wore only the gi pants. Below a thin layer of black cotton he was, well, naked. She flushed and closed her eyes, almost ashamed of her thoughts. Almost. Yeah-huh, underneath his pants, he was naked.



Michael found her gaze distracting.

He’d come to his dojo to burn off his sexual tension, but her watchful eyes only heightened his arousal. Every time he moved, her gaze followed and lingered, like a rich caress.

“Come in, Mary.”

Her eyes widened, but she lifted her chin as she stepped to the thick mats that covered the dojo floor. The mats also went about nine feet up the walls. Her green dress made a startling contrast to the mostly white room. He wondered why she hadn’t put on the fresh dress he’d left for her. Knowing Mary, she must be attempting to defy him in some small way.

Her wet brown hair, plastered to her delicate skull and down her slender neck, compelled him to brush the strands aside and bite up along the edge to her ear. He wanted to fill her ear with erotic words in every language he knew.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you, but House wouldn’t tell me where you were, so I wandered around, looking for breakfast and, well, I’m hungry and—” She cut herself off by glancing around.

Her nervous babbling teased a smile across his lips. “Do you know what I’m doing?”

“Katas.” She shrugged, indifferent, but he failed to be convinced because her body spoke volumes of interest. From her wide, curious eyes to her wildly conflicted scent, Mary radiated wicked interest.

“Nash said you are well-versed in the forbidden arts. Karate is your art?”

“Partly.” She stepped closer, as if trying to prove he had no impact on her, but she blushed when she glanced to his hips and pointedly away.

“Go through there, put on a gi, then join me.” He made no effort to hide his response to her. Semi-hard, his cock pressed against his whisper-thin pants and he turned to give her a better look.

Mary shot a quick glance to his hips, tossed her head, and then marched off to the locker room. She emerged wearing a white gi with a white belt.

“Why did you choose a white belt?”

“Because it fit.” She tightened the belt with a sharp yank.

“Or perhaps to lull me into a false notion that you are a novice.”

She lifted her plastimetal-encircled wrist. “Considering the gray I have on, I am.” She tapped the bracelet. “Your luller forces me to be a novice.” With a disdainful toss of her head, she continued, “How can I defend myself when a dose of Baka awaits any aggressive move I make?”

So, she still wanted to challenge him physically. The very idea caused him to laugh, but only deep inside. With calm authority, he said, “House, cancel Baka, Mary, override 201484. Confirm.”

In dulcet tones of obedience, House said, “Baka injection, Mary, cancelled by order of Commander.”

Mary considered her bracelet. “I’d feel a lot better if you took it off.”

“No.” He refrained from laughing and managed to keep his gaze on hers. He had a feeling that was what she’d been after all along.

“Why?” She looked at him, all wide-eyed innocence, but he wouldn’t fall for such an obvious ploy.

“Because.”

“Fine.” She uttered an exasperated sigh, clearly disappointed her scheme didn’t work but not all that surprised.

Together they went through warm-up exercises, then katas, and then they were ready for kumite, or free-style sparring.

“I’m assuming we won’t actually land blows.” Mary sized him up with an intense gaze.

“No, I don’t want to hurt you.” He lifted his hand to preempt her. “I don’t want you to hurt me, either. Light taps, nothing more.”

Her eyebrows drew up. “Okay. Do you want to be the aggressor or the defender?”

“Lady’s choice.”

Without warning, not even the customary bow, she charged, throwing punches and kicks with lightning speed. Her fists and feet flashed to his chest, his belly and his face. He blocked her with a lazy grace and tapped her body in return. Once to her chest, once to her belly and once to her face.

“Three.” He bowed with formal regard.

A deep scowl darkened her face as she withdrew. She didn’t understand what she’d done wrong.

“You are obvious, Mary.”

Her scowl deepened. “You’re quick. Freakishly so.”

“Indeed. Yet still, you are obvious.” His smile compelled her to attack again, but she never came close to her targets, because anger prevented her from focusing. He tagged her three times and bowed.

Muttering a stream of profanity, she changed her pattern, but still, he blocked each attempt and tagged her.

“I guess my physical reactions are not so slow for a man pushing forty.” He bowed formally again.

She growled. “I never should have said that.” She lowered her voice. “Not out loud, anyway.”

“Let’s reverse roles.”

She dropped into a defensive posture, her feet gripping the white floor mats as she centered her bodyline.

He made three light taps with his feet and hands to her body. Her blocks were a shade shy, her countermoves way off.

Frustrated, she thrust out her arms, palms open and up. “I give!”

He considered taking advantage of her surrender, but only for a moment. “Let me show you what you’re doing wrong.”

Her gaze narrowed. “You want to teach me to fight better?”

“If you want to learn.” By teaching her, he could get close and smell that compelling mix of scents she gave off. Anger and frustration smoked her floral scent.

“I’ll use everything you teach me against you.” A deep-seated compulsion caused her to challenge him at every opportunity.

“Granted.”

“Deal.”

When she stuck out her hand, he shook and released before he could give in to his urge to pull her into his embrace.

After telling her never to let anger move her, he walked her through several countermoves and blocks. They sparred again. This time, she landed a blow. Unfortunately, underestimating her, distracted by the rich scent of her, he stepped forward to block her arm and her foot blasted into his hip. He crashed into the padded wall.

“I didn’t mean to kick you that hard—at all!”

Mary rushed forward, her eyes wide, mortified. She may have missed some of the finer points of karate, but she held to principle. Kumite was a game, not a situation to hurt. Her reaction made it clear that she’d tried to land a close blow, a tap. She’d never intended to actually kick him.

“It wasn’t your fault.” He rubbed his hip and realized he’d gained another bruise. One that would match her blows to his chest and chin. He couldn’t remember how many years it had been since he’d had fight marks on his carefully maintained body.

“Does it hurt?” She slipped her hand in the side vent of his drawstring pants, touching his naked hip.

“Yes.” He stopped her from removing her hand. “Your touch soothes the hurt.”

Her gaze met his.

A sudden shift and the floral citrus scent of her desire flooded him. Her hand gripped his hip. No doubt she could feel the fabric pulling as his erection pushed against the thin front of his pants. For the life of him, he wanted to take her hand and wrap her fist around—

“I think we should stop.” She pulled her hand away.

He captured her wrists and pressed her back against the padded wall, pinning her hands above her head. Panting, he dipped his head to hers but held off kissing her by the slimmest margin.

Mary froze.

Awash in the smell of her, he held her captive with the bulk of his body and nestled his erection against her soft belly.

She gasped.

Fear tainted her longing with dark, turned earth.

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary.”

She shuddered against his low voice, her gentle movements making him harder.

“Am I?”

“Fear and desire.” He rocked up. Hard, throbbing, he rubbed himself against the plush promise of her captured body.

She struggled for a moment, but the padded wall absorbed her movements. He pressed his lips against the left side of her neck, kissing his way to her ear.

“Fear.” He nipped her earlobe, then lowered his head to her right side, did the same. “Desire.”

She gasped but didn’t struggle further.

Chuckling, he bit her neck. “Transparent Mary. Fear and desire. I smell them on you as a dark mark of perfume.”

After a drawing sigh, she jutted her hips out and nudged him with a slow roll of her entire body. “I’m not the only one.”

Surprised, pleased, he moaned against her lips. “The difference is there is no fear in me.” His fists to her wrists clarified that he held her with full advantage.

“No?” she asked.

Her quivering voice compelled him to rock against her belly with blatant promise.

“No,” he confirmed, placing his mouth so close to hers he could taste her breath.

“Then why do you do that?”

“What?” He couldn’t think straight, not with her lips ripe and inviting just beneath his. Not with her body held captive to the aggression of his. He’d never wanted a woman with such burning intensity. He craved Mary to the point he worried he would take her against her will. Take her against the padded wall of his dojo, drowning out any protest with the possession of his mouth.

“You come so close to kissing me, but you never do.”

He looked right into her eyes. “The choice is yours, Mary.”

For a moment, he watched as her eyes grew wide and her breath stopped, as if time stood still between them. In the end, she lifted her head and pressed her lips against his.

The tentative touch of her mouth burned through him, finer than any rage or joy. Such pure, raw emotions catapulted him into a frenzy of desire. He pressed against her yielding flesh and kissed her hard. Forcing her lips open, he let go of her wrists to grasp her slender hips through their thin covering of white cotton.

He lifted her against the wall, slid her up and then forced her legs apart, moving between them to press even closer, as if to become a part of her. Rocking her against the padded wall, he felt her legs wrap around his hips as her thighs tightened with greedy encouragement.

His reaction swift, possessive and passionate, he ground himself against her, moaning out her name. As he pressed, friction rode between them, making him harder, her wetter. Thin cotton fabric in black and white the only barrier. He wanted to rip the fragile layers away. Fill her. Possess her. Ravage her while the heady perfume of her wanton encouragement saturated his senses.

His mouth filled with the rich, ruby-fruited blood orange of her hunger. She twined her small body around him in urgent rhythm and desperate need, cooing her lust in his ear with her panting breath.

The wet heat of her soaked through the thin fabric of her white gi pants. So wet, as they worked against each other, she soaked the fabric of his. A tug on the drawstring of her pants, one on his, and he’d be able to bury himself deep within her sweet, wet heat.

Groaning, he lowered his head to force aside the V-neck of her white gi. Moving lower, he found her coffee-colored nipple and pulled. His teeth nibbled as his tongue took her compelling scent to his mouth and nose. She smelled and tasted so damn willing and eager, like ripe fruit begging to be picked. She wanted and needed as much as he.

Mary arched her back and cupped his seeking head to her breast.

Surrender.

A fusion of flowers, oranges, spices and rich, verdant earth covered with fresh spring grass emanated from her as if all of her were open to him.

He found her mouth again, thrusting his tongue to hers, penetrating her mouth as he longed to do the same to her core.

Fear and desire, contrasting, conflicting, the scents overwhelming and intoxicating, filled his mind and his mouth with a delicious mélange. Mary tasted fresh and raw and—

“Stop.”

Breathless, her voice shaking, Mary barely managed to whisper the one word. He wanted to pretend he hadn’t heard her, wanted to keep grinding himself against her, wanted to rip off her pants, then his, and bury himself with one hard thrust.

“Please.”

He looked down into her velvet-brown eyes and found them filled with terrified bewilderment.

“You said you wouldn’t steal from me.” Her voice shook, echoing the trembling panic in her body.

Her terror dashed cold across his hot flesh. Growling a string of expletives, he set her down. Rumbling with strong need, tempered by a reluctance to force, he longed for her to succumb. He wanted her capitulation more than he’d wanted anything in the whole of his life. He refused to settle for anything less than her willing submission.

He understood why she felt overwhelmed. She’d kissed him, and he’d pounced on her. One kiss and he thought he could do whatever he wanted to do. He shook his head. Mary wasn’t that simple, and he could never hate himself enough if he forced her to do something she didn’t enthusiastically embrace.

As soon as he released her, she ran from the dojo without looking back. Not a coward, but a woman who knew full well what would happen if she lingered.

He cursed himself a thousand nasty names as he stood fully primed like an animal that allowed his targeted mate to escape.

One kiss, one sweet trembling kiss from her lips compelled him to slam her into the wall and practically rape her. Still, his erection throbbed, and the base part of him wanted to chase her down and take her on the damn floor if he had to.

If he caught up to her and pushed with the right word, the right touch, he knew she’d let him have his way. Or at least he could overwhelm her such that she’d make, at best, a feeble, breathless protest.

Stop.

Please.

Skilled hands would override her objections and she would part her legs with panting eagerness. He could taste that her lovers had been woefully unskilled. Probably lovesick young bucks who took their pleasure without a fleeting thought to hers.

First, he would bring her to the brink repeatedly with swirling fingers, scraping teeth, and a deft tongue, and then, and only then, would he take his own pleasure. He would thrust himself to her body and taste her passion as he answered her need with his own. He would revel in her surrender as he filled her body with the delicious scent of orgasm. Mary’s pleasure would be ambrosia.

Traces of moisture lingered on the front of his black gi pants, evaporating in the dry air. It didn’t do a damn thing to cool the heat of his erection. He could smell her all around him. Her scent fused to his brain like an addictive drug that latched to wide receptors. The base primal part of him knew that wet female scent of desire, mixed with a flavor unique to Mary.

“Prime Bastard knows exactly how to bring that delicious smell to the peak of potency.”

Higher conscience knew that to steal from her would not bring him pleasure. Her enthusiastic participation would bring him pleasure. Mary had to want in the same measure as he, and she did, but she couldn’t give herself over because of the secrets between them.

Groaning, he went to the locker-room shower. Cool water rushed down his body. Still hard, he tried to ignore his straining erection as he washed with brisk efficiency. His thrusting flesh refused to be ignored.

“Damn.”

He thought of a million other things, but Mary danced in his mind until he satisfied the painful drive with his own hand.

It didn’t take long.

Three tight strokes.

Fist to his straining flesh, he came so hard he had to steady himself against the blue-tiled wall. Ragged and blasting, his breath eventually slowed. The passion that consumed him receded to a bearable hum.

“Great.” He pushed off the wall. “A hundred gallons of cold water, a one-handed exercise, and I’m still unable to think of something besides Mary.” As soon as he said her name, the scent of her filled him again.

“Damn!”

He yanked the wall spigot all the way to cold and stifled a scream as icy water hit him. Despite the frigid flow, he got hard.


Chapter Eleven

Mary ran to the only place she thought she would have privacy—her bathroom. Slamming the door, she pressed against the painted wood as she breathed in frightened gasps. Her nipples rubbed against the gaping cotton gi, and she pulled the edges closed as she retied the wide, white belt.

In the forbidden art of karate, the darker the belt, the higher the rank, black topping all. Commander considered himself so high up he didn’t even bother to wear a belt, just thin black gi pants that gave him total freedom of movement.

And move he did. He made it damn clear that to fight him physically would be a total waste of her time. Compared to him, she deserved to wear a white belt. He’d provoked her anger and used it against her. He told her so, then he told her to concentrate. When she did, she kicked him, because he was distracted by, well, she wasn’t sure.

He’d been sniffing again. Sometimes fast like a musk-squirrel, other times with a slow fullness like a curious wolf. He’d taken a long lazy sniff of her and not only let down his guard, but he turned into the direction of her kick. Her heart stopped when she thought she’d injured him. Had her foot landed down and over a few inches, she would have blasted him square in his cluster. She giggled. One blow that hard to his crotch would have dropped Commander for hours, if not days, if not permanently.

Without thinking, she plunged her hand into the side vent of his pants. His skin like taut velvet atop hardened muscles compelled her to explore. After he had taken a deep sniff, his erection pulled the gi pants against the back of her hand, and she’d tried to retreat.

Somehow, shortly after that, she’d ended up against the wall, and gave in to the temptation to kiss him. Her first kiss. Then all of a sudden, he’d been right where she wanted him, between her legs, rocking into the welcoming warmth of her. His blatant hardness rising against her wetness compelled her panic since he was in the last position she should let him get into. Wanting him, fearing him, crazed for him and blinded by the intensity of him, she hung on to him as he lived up to his name. Commander took command with thrilling aggression.

His powerful, primal body felt good—great, actually. No, more like fantastic. Every lusty fantasy of Overlord from her youth sprang to life all at once. She couldn’t help but picture her shadowy hero having his rugged, sharp, and wickedly arrogant face and body, along with his cock-sure attitude. She couldn’t help but make Commander the star of her Overlord fantasies, but to have him act out her dark-of-night dreams terrified her.

When he touched her, she forgot everything but the screaming needs in her body. His lemon zest, the coffee-and-sugar of his mouth, the feel of his questing lips on her pleasure-swelled breasts made her forget her own name, and care not one whit for his. Commander made surrender easy. She wanted to give in and follow his lead—big carrot indeed.

She felt again how he slid himself against her with rough insistence, and her fingers involuntarily slid downward.

Casting her gaze around with guilty eyes, she yanked her hand out of her pants and clutched her hands into fists, trying once again to find the cameras in her bathroom.

Sexual frustration combined with terror for her precarious position compelled her to burst into tears. She ordered House to turn the lights off so she could cry in the dark.

Thinking the cameras might have infrared made her cover her face with her hands and lift her knees. She trembled as she tried to stop crying, or at least cry such that he couldn’t see.

Unable to summon the defiance to release her body sexually, she found release with tears. She didn’t know how long she sat crying with her back to the bathroom door.

A tentative knock catapulted her to a fighting stance.

It was only Clara with breakfast.

“I’m not hungry.”

After a beat, Clara trundled her cart away.

Mary undressed, then showered, trying to wash away the evidence of her physical need. When she emerged, she wrapped herself in one of the huge white towels.

House turned the lights on.

“I’ll order lights if I want them.”

House turned the lights off.

Washing out her gi pants, Mary thought back to when he’d pressed himself between her legs, and she’d damned those pesky layers of cotton, but she swore she could hear Kraft’s name on his lips as he breathed in tight gasps to her breasts.

Afraid of being a stand-in, or worse, becoming the flavor of the month, she asked him to stop. He didn’t hear her as he pinned her to the padded wall, but he heard her say please.

When he pulled away, looking down into her face, she became even more confused. Fury turned his face red and his breath bellowed like fire. When he swore, and set her down, she realized her perception was dead-on. Commander was livid. No doubt, his legion of sophisticated lovers had given right in, tossing up their pretty dresses to line his vast closets. He must think her a naïve girl, and she hated to admit the truth, but that’s exactly what she was.

They’d been sparring and suddenly they’d been all over each other. She couldn’t remember exactly how or why that happened. He didn’t make her because she wanted to, but then she was frightened and confused. Was this seduction for seduction’s sake? Had he made her body Kraft’s in his mind? In addition, there was that information he wanted to seduce out of her.

How could she trust anything Commander said or did? She’d be an idiot to fall into his trap. He wanted her surrender just so he could hold her foolishness over her head.

She clutched the edge of the sink and hissed every swear word in every language she knew when she realized everything that had happened was her own fault for giving in to the temptation to kiss him. For a first kiss, it had been a doozy. He had tasted so good, she literally lost her mind and forgot all about her goal. More than just dangerous, Commander could spell doom not only to her, but to the millions of innocent people she fought to save.

“I’ve got to get out of here!”



After his brief and bitter shower, Michael dressed in his customary black Byzantine leather and red Dardinian silk. Usually, he liked the way the fabrics looked on him and the way they stroked against his body. Today, the luxurious textures only reminded him of how unsatisfied he felt. No amount of showering would abate his rampaging lust for Mary.

Barefoot, he strode to the solarium.

His pants crimped his erection when he sat at the decadent table. He adjusted himself, then picked at his breakfast, trying to understand the morning reports.

He gave up after five minutes.

“House, tell me where Mary is.”

“Mary is in the bathroom off the salmon-colored bedroom, Commander,” House responded, ever precise and obedient.

“Is the door locked?”

“Yes, Commander.”

He grimaced. He wanted to talk to Mary. Apologize. Explain. But he feared if he got near enough to smell her, he would press her to the nearest wall and do his best to compel her to his bed. She evoked a passion in him he could barely control. He tried again to will his erection to subside, but it was like trying to read a book with his butt; wasn’t going to happen, not unless he could make hindsight literal and not figurative.

He ordered breakfast sent to her room.

She refused the offer through the locked bathroom door.

After changing back into a pair of gi pants, he spent four hours pummeling his dojo dummies, trying to burn off his desire. Breathless, on the floor, he ordered lunch sent to her room.

Mary refused to open the bathroom door. She told Clara to go away.

Michael spent another three hours beating the crap out of the dummies in his dojo. Sweaty, exhausted, he stumbled his way to the shower, only to find his fist still didn’t release the torment of his desire.

Craving a glass of whisky the size of a tartmelon, he exhausted himself in physical ways in the dojo, but couldn’t soothe his need for Mary, no matter how many times he took a shower. His unquenchable craving to taste her scent filled him with fear. What would happen to him if he could never fully know her? The torture would kill him.

Michael sent dinner to her room.

Mary screamed “Go away!” to Clara through the still closed and locked bathroom door.

Michael retreated to his office. He sat on his desk in the dark and looked at his array of sensors. At his command, a spotlight fixed on his favorite painting: Pyrrhic victory. Bold slashes of red, orange and black oil paint rendered success, defeat and revenge in the making.

Atop his desk, still semi-hard, assessing his empire, he thought only of Mary. He smelled her all around him. His body ached, and he wanted to put an end to this torture by forcing her to his bed. In the same breath, he wanted her to beg him to make love to her. He wanted to know her. Know her secrets and her reasons. Know her mind, body, and soul. What started as a game of seduction had morphed into a need so profound, the compulsion staggered him. A smart man would set her free. A dumb man would fall in love with her. A crazy man would try to possess the full of her.

“Call me crazy.” He cast his gaze over his shoulder to the hidden bar, longing for a drink to cushion the confusion in him. If he used alcohol to wipe away the stench of his past or the lingering essence of Mary, he couldn’t participate fully in his future or the joy of actually possessing Mary. He turned his back on the bar with a deep sigh.

Mary defied, baffled, compelled, and frustrated him. He’d met all kinds during his life, but never anyone like her. She was strong, yet weak in surprising and teasing ways, vulnerable ways. He could destroy her if he chose to do so and destroy himself in the process: a Pyrrhic victory.

“I could order you bound to my bed, and you’d enjoy my aggression as much as I would enjoy control.”

His gaze settled on the audvid that showed her still closed and locked bathroom door. He could kick that door down with one well-placed blast.

As much as the thought of possessing her thrilled him on a sexual level, control disturbed him on an emotional one. He could overwhelm her and force her to submit to him. Her beautiful eyes damn near begged him to overpower her. She wanted him to take control, and he knew it, but she couldn’t let herself give in. She feared her own passion, feared that she found his aggression arousing.

Captor and captive. Control and submission. As much as he wanted to possess her, she wanted the same damn thing, but he couldn’t. Once the desire between them erupted, then faded, she would have regrets and blame him. He couldn’t bear to see hatred in her eyes, or hear disdain flow from her vicious tongue.

He let his gaze drift to his painting again, but a flicker across the audvid drew his attention. Mary opened the bathroom door, darted across the floor, and threw herself into bed. One glance of her terrified eyes over the edge of the covers made him turn the audvid off.

He ordered all the office lights off. He sat on his desk in the dark. Repeatedly he felt an urge to stride into her bedroom. Repeatedly he fought the urge down. In the end, he left his office behind and went to the locker-room shower.


Chapter Twelve

Nose pressed to the glass wall of the solarium, Mary peered into the beautiful, lush green birdcage and sighed. She wished to taste the crystalline water, smell it mixed with the thick, emerald foliage, hear the brightly plumed birds squawk and flutter their wings. What would the air taste like in there? She imagined it would be rich and thick, wholly unlike the forest of Taiga. On the other side of this prison was a glass-encased tropical paradise, hot and moist.

She tugged her pants away from the V of her thighs.

Speaking of hot and moist.

When she awoke this morning, she discovered her homespun pants and shirt, along with her cotton underclothes, neatly folded, stitched and clean, waiting for her at the foot of her bed. A small victory, but she went through her morning ritual with nothing but Commander on her mind.

Trying to distract herself with thoughts of everything from quadratic equations to the particulars of Universal grammar, she couldn’t even summon the sour puss of Mrs. Roth to stop her one-track mind.

Commander. Hard. Pressed right up against where she was all hot and moist. Every swing of her legs rubbed the cotton of her panties against that heat.

She pulled her pants away, tried readjusting her panties, and then gave up when she only excited herself further. If she’d ignored the cameras in her room, she could have dealt with this problem last night, but she hadn’t dared. House confirmed a camera in her bedroom. If she would have slipped her hand below the covers to attend herself, he could have watched.

Somehow, the thought of Commander watching only excited her more, but in the end, she’d fallen asleep curled on her side. Deep in the night, vivid dreams of Overlord wearing Commander’s face as his wide body thrust into hers catapulted her to the edge of climax. Her trembling body woke her, and she peered around the room with guilty eyes as her hand nestled between her drenched and unfulfilled thighs. She would have killed for sixty seconds of privacy. Hell, three seconds would have been enough.

With sharp clarity, the mirror above her bed made perfect sense. It was so she could watch him. Watch every thrust of his hips as he rocked between her legs.

A cold shower didn’t help. She dressed and left her room. Given her druthers, she would have gone for a long, hard run on a rocky forest path until her body collapsed, exhausted. Then, she would have dragged herself over and jumped into Ice Lake. If that hadn’t quashed the erotic thoughts, she would have gladly drowned herself.

Nothing on her own planet had ever compelled her as Commander did. One kiss and she’d forgotten all her goals. Like a blithering idiot, she’d been subject to the whims of her body. Such a rush compelled her to twine her body to his and everything else became pointless, futile. All she wanted in that moment was more of him.

She closed her eyes. As surely as he owned the luxury around her, he owned her life and her body as well. Commander could shoot her, drug her, torture her, do whatever he pleased, but he hadn’t.

Well, there was that idea of torture.

At first, she’d imagined herself languishing in a cell, with red-hot pokers and such. She had no idea his version of torture would involve a dark submissive bent in her own nature.

Torture. Yeah-huh. A great big load of hard, hot male pressed against her welcoming body was torture. And he knew it. He had to know it. She’d been so wet she couldn’t believe her pants didn’t slide off her hips of their own accord.

If he’d demanded, right then and there, her reason for liberating his goods, or any other secret she possessed, she might have screamed it from the top of her lungs without a second thought in her charged-up brain. She might have confessed to every real or imagined darkness in her soul. Anything. Everything.

To make him stop or continue?

With a frown, she tugged at her creeping panties again.

Had she stayed in the dojo, he would have taken her, her consent or not. They both knew that her consent was a foregone conclusion. He had it, and he knew it, but he let her go. He stood hard and frustrated as he watched her run away, and she didn’t know why. How could she face him again?

“You want to go outside.”

She whirled around.

Commander stood on the threshold of the solarium. Red silk, black leather, big bare feet. Crisp and bold. He didn’t smile but appraised her with an auctioneer’s critical eye.

“Yeah-huh. I want to go outside.” Triumphant at wearing her own clothes, she plopped herself into a chair at the table, plucked up her napkin and dropped it to her lap. “Not like you’d let me.”

Play it cool, or at least vaguely pissed off.

“Indeed.” He poured his body into his chair like a slow drop of maple in winter.

Deceptively sexy.

She looked away so fast she managed to scoot her chair out from under her own fanny and thumped to the floor, right at his large bare feet. Mortified, she moaned a string of expletives as she leapt up and kicked her chair into the wall of glass.

Unbelievably, the glass didn’t shatter into a billion shards. Like a drum skin, the windows bounced her chair back at her, knocking her down. All the while, he got a ringside seat.

As she lay again on the floor at his feet for a second time, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Flexiglass.

“Damn it to the vast reaches of hell!” She shoved her chair away and brushed herself off as she stood, blushing furiously.

Danger. Her eyes riveted to her wrist. Baka. Kicking her chair into the glass went beyond aggressive. Why hadn’t her locator, locker and luller injected her with Baka?

As if he read her thoughts, Commander calmly said, “I cancelled the order yesterday, remember?” He nodded to the chair at his left.

She went to his right, yanked the chair back, flipped it around, sat and looped her arms over the back. “That’s right. Lucky me. I’m still alive, when by all accounts I should be dead. Or rather, screaming insane in my own mind by Baka.”

“By my account, you should be exhausted from a wild night in my bed.” He flipped his napkin onto his lap.

She raised her eyebrows at his bold proclamation. “You mean like all the others. Is that why you got so pissed off yesterday? Because I didn’t toss up my pretty dress like the rest?”

“You wanted to.” With deliberate disdain, he filled his coffee cup. “And, technically, you did.”

“I did not!” Then she remembered that she’d taken off her dress to put on the white gi. “You know what I mean.”

He grinned and leaned near, sniffing her with a twitchy wolfish nose. “Fear and desire, Mary. Your most potent perfume.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You son of a bitch.” She spaced the words out with a blistering appraisal.

“First a bastard, then a devil, now you claim I’m the son of a bitch.” He laughed as he swirled cream and sugar into his coffee. “You do have parenthood issues.”

His pointed jab wouldn’t sidetrack her from her discovery, and she spat, “You’re a reader.”

“Indeed.” At her drop-jaw expression, he winked and took a sip of his steaming coffee. “Why argue the obvious?” He leaned close, sniffing deep. “I call myself an emotichemical perceptionist. I read pheromones.”

Feeling so exposed that no amount of clothes could ever conceal her, she crossed her arms over her chest. “You read scents.”

“Yes.”

“Like an insect,” she said insultingly.

“Indeed,” he admitted with a teeth-clenched snarl.

She found herself rendered speechless but didn’t know if she was more embarrassed or furious. He’d tricked her like all the folks in Pine Glenn. The tentative bonds of friendship they forged snapped back hard enough to sting her face. She felt played for a fool.

Leaning close, he took a breath with closed eyes and murmured, “Your desire is a citrus path through a field suffuse with wildflowers. Your fear is earthy dark, a compost of many things.”

Her eyebrows again climbed as she fought down the urge to move back. She had no idea how deeply he could read her, but she would show no fear. Rather than retreat, she moved closer. “So all this time you’ve just been playing with me?”

“No.” He shook his head and leaned near enough that his warm breath caressed her mouth. “All this time I’ve been trying to figure out how to play with you.”

Itching to slap the arrogance off his face, she curled her fingers around the back of the chair.

“House, reinstate Baka, Mary, 201484, confirm.”

“Baka injection, Mary, reinstated, by order of Commander.”

She looked at her wrist. Baka controlled her beyond any physical threat. If she’d been thinking clearly last night, she would have tried to escape when the odds against her had been significantly lower.

Commander stood and pulled her with him.

“Even at your very best, you could not fight me off if I were of a mind to have you, active bracelet or not.”

“You wouldn’t.” She looked up into his determined face.

“You know this for a fact because…” His wicked gaze held her captive even more than his hands on her arms.

“Because…” She trailed off when nothing came to mind. She couldn’t think of one reason to prevent him from doing whatever he pleased and, damn it all to hell, but the idea of being at his mercy excited her. Desperate to find a valid excuse, she remembered his promise not to steal from her. “You wouldn’t take me against my will since it’s a lot more of a power trip for you if I give in.”

His eyes lit up as if a flash grenade had gone off in his skull.

Bingo!

“And you say I’m transparent.” She laughed in his face until he pressed her against the wall of flexiglass with three long, pressing strides. Birds squawked away from the edge.

“A whole day without food, locked in your bathroom like a trembling coward, you emerge ready and willing to fight once again.” It sounded like a question, but the answer simmered in his knowing eyes.

She lowered her gaze. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

“I don’t want to fight with you, either.” He tilted her face up and held his mouth so close she could taste his breath.

Melting into his embrace, she longed to lift her lips the fraction he demanded for contact but vowed not to move. Even if desire killed her, she’d keep her lips to herself.

“Let me go and I’ll repay the damage I’ve caused.” She turned her head, desperate to get away from his imposing presence by offering to negotiate damages.

“You think you can buy your way out of this?” He turned her face to his. “Isn’t that what you accused me of doing? Buying my way out of a predicament by attempting to buy your honor like a spoiled rich boy?”

Caught, she fumbled for an answer. “I thought if I restored you to—”

“You did not.” He captured her face with both his huge hands. “You thought I’d forget about how hot and wet you were in the dojo if you distracted me with an offer of script.”

Proving his point, he pressed close and rocked his erection against her belly. She tried to pull back, but he had her up against the wall, and she could go no farther.

“You don’t know the half of the Mils I’d pay for one long, languorous lunge between your legs.”

Her jaw damn near hit the floor. “You—you—” she sputtered, pushing at him. “Do you think you can buy me? Christ! Do you think I’m a whore?”

He pressed the promise behind his leather against the thin, battered fabric of her homespun. His erection slid against her when he laughed. “I don’t think you’re a whore. I think you’re as wet as I am hard.” He kissed her in a slow nibble, and his tongue probed against her lips until she reluctantly opened them.

She’d kept her vow not to kiss him for a grand total of thirty seconds.

Pulling back a fraction, he whispered against her mouth, “We could soothe this ache, Mary. I promise, you’ll enjoy every moment.”

“You arrogant bastard.” Her lips throbbed with his kiss as she spoke, but she knew he was right. She’d enjoy the hell out of his unique form of torture.

He lowered his voice to a rumbling growl. “You want me inside you.” He caught her gaze. “You want to wrap your legs around me and squeeze. You want to toss your head back and howl with a mad, delicious pleasure as I work my body in and out, thrusting hard—”

“Stop!”

He ignored her protest, breathing insinuation across her heated skin. “You want me to bite your neck, like this.”

He bit her, and she uttered a screaming gasp as she entwined her fingers in his short, silky hair.

“You want my big hands to grab your ass, good and hard. Like this.” He lifted her up to anchor her against the wall, parting her legs with effortless efficiency. “You want to wrap your body around mine.”

Unable to stop herself from obeying him, she melted into him at his whispered command. “You want me to hold you as I plunge my cock into your sweet, grasping heat.” Stroking himself against her, he groaned, low and deep from his chest. “You want me to fill you, to—”

“Please stop.” She pulled back just enough to take a breath. His erotic scent of citrus and pine compelled her to breathe through her mouth, but she couldn’t resist the onslaught of physical reactions.

“You don’t mean what you say.” His voice was like melted chocolate, a dark, forbidden pleasure.

“Stop. Please. I’ll pay you back if you’ll let me go. Two, no, three times the damage.” Heaven help her, she would have said anything to get him to stop tormenting her. If he didn’t, she knew she’d remove his pants with her own damn teeth and beg him to corrupt her in any and every way he knew.

“I spent a year being frustrated by you, but I didn’t give up.” He chuckled in her ear and gave her earlobe a teasing nip. “You’re going to throw in the towel after three days?”

“I’ll pay you damages, I’ll—” Frantic, she struggled against him until she realized her movements excited him.

“20K in goods. That’s what you stole from me in five years, give or take.” He rubbed his lips across hers, teasing, then lowered his mouth to her neck. She kept waiting for him to bite her again, and just when she didn’t think he would, he did. She gasped and clutched his shoulders. “But I spent 180K to apprehend you.”

“180K?” Her breath faltered at both the figure and his delicious torture.

“Nash is an expensive man. You not only traumatized his testicles, but you bit his finger, so I had to pay hazard.”

“Did you pay him bonus?” She attempted a snide glare.

Commander kissed the snarl off her face. “Yes, for not killing you. He could have, desperately wanted to, yet didn’t.”

“Why?” She stayed still now, feeling the heat drain away. If she kept him talking, she might get out of here with her pants and secrets intact.

“I wanted you alive.”

She fought down a purr of pleasure when he rocked up between her legs. “Nash could have done anything to me.”

“Never-Fail Nash has his reputation because he earns it. My contract specified I wanted you unharmed. After you smashed his sac and bit his finger, he wanted to toss you out the nearest airlock. A contract, his word to mine, kept you alive.”

She swallowed and looked away.

“Let’s do some math, Mary. What did you actually get away with after five years?”

“20K.” She agreed to that amount even though they both knew the actual amount was much higher.

“Twenty. With an additional 180K for capture and delivery.” He shook his head. “We’re getting close to some serious trouble. That’s 200K. Triple damages? That’s 600K, more than half a Mil. There’s no way you can pay that.” He kissed her again. His tongue thrust deeper this time, in and out of her mouth with the same lazy grace his hips made against her lower body.

Torture. Sublime torture, but still torture.

Desperate, she gasped, “I can’t pay 600K all at once, but I swear, I’ll pay you—”

“I don’t want script.” He traced her mouth with his tongue.

“What do you want?” She’d give him anything to stop this.

“Surrender.”

The word froze her, like a deep plunge into Ice Lake. “No.” Her voice sounded clearer now, stronger.

“Yes.”

As if aware he’d lost some advantage, he kissed her again.

She pushed at his shoulders, trying to get him away so she could think. “Are you saying if I slept with you, you’d let me go?”

“No. I don’t want you to sleep with me.” He grinned as he pulled her close by gripping her hips.

“You know what I mean.”

“Spell it out for me.” His eyes glittered. He took great pleasure in her embarrassment.

“Fine.” Infuriated, she straightened her shoulders by pushing on his. “You want me to spell it out. F-U-C-K. That’s what you want to do to me.”

He laughed. “What a vulgar word from such a pretty mouth.” After a shushing finger to her lips, he lowered his head. “Fuck implies a lack of emotion. Believe me, I want to do far more than just fuck you.”

His intensity compelled her to retreat. “You certainly don’t want to make love to me.” She could barely form the words, let alone say them.

Up his eyebrows went. “And why do you say that?”

“Because the only person you’re in love with is yourself.”

His eyes blazed, and she feared she’d pushed him too far.

“I’ll give you a choice. Make love with me or tell me why you were stealing from me. One or the other.” His voice sobered, taking on a cold edge. “Then, and only then, will I grant you your freedom. Do we have a deal?”

Three short beeps blasted from his wrist com.

He ignored the intrusion, watching her.

“Answer me. Do we have a deal or not?”

His bracelet emitted a series of three short beeps, a pause, and then three short beeps. He continued to ignore the shrill insistence as his eyes bored right into her very soul.

“Maybe you should answer that,” she offered weakly.

He drew back, lowering her to the floor.

“What?” he snarled into his wrist com.

She flinched and bumped her head against the wall as she scrambled away.

Duster said, “R and D. Now.”

Spewing expletives in a creative blast, Commander strode from the solarium. He didn’t say anything she’d never said before, but she wondered why he cursed. Something going on over at R and D, probably something to do with that Jones guy he’d been pestered with before.

Silently thanking Duster for her reprieve, Mary vowed she’d be ready at her first opportunity to escape.


Chapter Thirteen

“What?” Scowling, Mary turned away from the windows in the main room. After what he’d done to her in the solarium earlier, Michael didn’t blame her for being suspicious.

“Going on a picnic,” he reiterated. “Here, take this. It’s cold.” He held out his leather coat.

Without getting too close, she yanked the jacket from his hand and slipped it over her shoulders. The scowl on her face softened when she glanced outside.

Encouraged when his idea to dine alfresco pleased her, Michael ignored all of Duster’s misgivings by pointing out that Mary probably spent most of her time outside. Keeping her locked up inside would drive her crazy. Even mired in daylong aggravations with the R and D issue, Michael still hadn’t been able to stop thinking of Mary. Guilt nagged at his conscience. He was determined to see that confident, sassy smile on her face again, and perhaps show her he wasn’t always such a determined bastard.

Using Scuttlebutt, he took her to a ridge high above his compound. After the sunset, the lights below would twinkle like a reflection of the night sky. He thought she would find the view romantic, but Mary was on edge and nervous, like a wild animal ready to bolt.

His old jacket, pressed with his own scent, made reading her scent difficult, but her actions spoke volumes. She sat as far from him as she could get and kept her attention on the sunset as she ate. After the sun dipped below the edge of the Borcherd mountain range, he told her to turn around on the blanket and sit facing the other way.

“Why?” She cast a suspicious glance over her shoulder.

Cibola and Midas, the two Windmere moons, rose over the Godin mountain range. Picture postcard perfect, he thought.

Mary turned around and looked at the moons, the land around them and the stars, just about everywhere but at Michael himself. He regretted backing her into a corner. His deal forced her to be a whore or a traitor. He cringed when he put himself in her battered boots. What a vicious villain he was, a prime bastard indeed.

“It’s pretty up here.” She sipped her wine.

Her razor gaze fell on every command post, fence and line of mounted gun. Not that such information would do her any good, since getting away was just the first obstacle she faced. She had to get airborne, and there was no way in hell she could do that, not with that bracelet on her wrist.

“It’s pretty up here, but you, Mary, are beautiful.”

Moonlight silvered her hair and turned her eyes dark obsidian against her pale, luminous face. She’d flipped the jacket collar up, and it made her seem even more ethereal, just a tiny face in the dangerous dark.

“Yeah-huh. Thanks.” She set her glass down and burrowed deeper into the voluminous folds of his black leather jacket.

“About today—”

“I haven’t decided yet.” The collar muffled her voice.

Stunned that she was actually considering his deal, Michael hesitated, his words of rescinding his offer caught in his throat.

“How do I know you would keep your word?” She snuggled farther into the jacket as if hiding from him.

Here was his golden opportunity. He could take everything back right now, but if she considered surrendering…villain and hero warred upon his shoulders.

“I guess you’d have to trust me.” Nice fence straddle, he mocked himself. Not a chance in the Void she would.

“And if you turn out to be a big liar with your pants afire, what recourse would I have?” She shot him a bright glare over the dark collar. “Really, Co-man-dur, you could bed me or take my information, shoot me in the head and be done with me.”

“If I was going to kill you, I would have done so by now.” Right after the words left his mouth, he realized how harsh they sounded. This wasn’t going at all the way he planned.

“Not if you wanted something first. I think the only reason you want to sleep with me is so you can brag about it.” She took a sip of wine. “Wouldn’t it make a delightful tale in the locker room, so to speak? You could tell all your sycophants that you bedded your wily bandit. But it’s more than that. I think I do remind you of Kraft, and you’d think of her while you bedded me.”

He grabbed the jacket collar, yanking her about an inch from his face. “Bullshit. Ever heard of it? That’s what that is, and you know it.” Shocked by his reaction to her accusation, he released the jacket abruptly.

Eyes wide with alarm, she fell back, dropping her wineglass as she scrambled away until she sat on the opposite edge of the blanket.

“I apologize if I frightened you.” Plucking a napkin out of the picnic basket, he blotted up the mess. “I’m not one for locker-room talk, and I sure as hell wouldn’t think of another woman while I made love with you.”

He had never taken one woman to his bed with another on his mind. To do so with Mary would be the sickest thing he could think of. He wanted to taste her enticing scent until he knew all of her down to his soul.

“Then why did you say her name in the dojo?”

He shook his head, certain he’d moaned out only Mary with a crazed, lusty growl of need.

“Remember when you had me pressed up against the wall with my legs wrapped around you? You said her name while you buried your face against my neck.”

He replayed that scene in his mind and shook his head. “I don’t know what you heard, but I said your name.” When he leaned closer, she pulled back. “I want you because I—” can’t get you out of my mind. He couldn’t bring himself to let her know how much of a hold she had over him.

“You expect me to believe that you honestly want to bed Remarkably Average Mary.”

“Don’t you ever call yourself that degrading name again.” He barely refrained from yelling into her face.

Her eyes went round, and she pulled even farther back.

“I’m—sorry.” He wished he could find a way to exorcize the tension in him rather than taking it out on Mary. He composed himself, leaning well away from her. “I don’t know what kind of insensitive fools put that in your head, but you are anything but average.”

Lifting her chin, she cast him a cool gaze. “The kind of people who put that in my head are just like you.”

“I’m not—”

“Like them?” she interrupted with an empty voice. “You are too.” She rubbed her face against the soft leather collar. “You expect me to either prostitute myself or betray my only friends.” She drew his battered jacket tight around herself like a sorely needed hug. “You think I’ll do one or the other for the dangling possibility of my freedom.”

Once again, she held up a mirror to him, and he hated what he saw reflected back.

“Reader you are, you know what I will do.” Oddly skipping, her laugh tumbled into the cold damp air on a rush of mist. “I’m just a game you want to figure out how to play.”

He hung his head. Had he the ability to contort himself, he would have gladly kicked his own ass. Once again, Mary used his own words to chastise him. He knew she would sleep with him to protect her people. Mary would bed him if only to gain the slim possibility she could get away and warn them.

“Mary, I’m sorry. I never—”

She stood abruptly, cutting him off. “This is rude, but, uh, could you hold that thought? I’ve got to—well, you know.”

Perplexed, he shook his head. He wanted to take everything back. If she would just forgive him for being such a prime bastard, he’d let her go home right now. He’d take her there himself. Why on the Fringe she chose this moment to interrupt, he had no idea.

“Wine sorta goes right through me, if you know what I mean.” Demure, embarrassed, she toed the ground with one worn boot.



Mary snuck off behind a thick copse of trees, pulled the platinum compact from her pocket and molded the plastimirror around her bracelet. Once the mirror formed around the gray plastimetal, it set hard again, and she slipped the compact back into her pocket.

She hoped the plastimirror would block the tracking signal and blind the computers to lockdown. If all the myriad gods worshiped on the Fringe came together in agreement, her trick would also block an injection. She glared at her locator, locker and luller. Frustrated, she sighed and considered she had a big shiny bracelet on her wrist that might render her a vegetable. Leave it to the IWOG to create something as horrific as Baka.

“And leave it to Commander to put it in a bracelet.” Dubiously, she eyed her wrist again. “Guess I’m gonna have to wait and see.”

If her trick didn’t work, she’d never know. Screaming crazy in her brain by Baka, she would be discovered in a docile puddle of her own bodily fluids. Just the thought turned her stomach. Death would be preferable to drooling insanity.

Forced by Commander’s ultimatum, she put her dangerous plan into action, and she moved fast, mind racing. Commander would give her at least five minutes for her bathroom break in the woods before he went searching for her. A few precious minutes more would elapse before he sounded the alarm. No doubt, Duster would pounce. She knew Duster sat at the other end of Commander’s wrist com like a well-trained hound. Duster almost crippled her plan from the get-go when he reminded Commander a picnic might not be a good idea.

“Night falls fast this time of year,” Duster had said, leaning near to whisper as he and Commander stood several yards away from her in the grand ballroom. “During the fall, even at half, the moons don’t cast a lot of light.”

Commander dismissed Duster’s concern with an imperious hand. “I know what I’m doing.”

When Duster politely argued the point, Commander seemed on the verge of giving in, so she pressed herself against one of the windows and uttered a loud but forlorn sigh.

“She wants to go outside.” Commander sounded guilty. “What could it hurt to indulge her?”

Mary watched their reflections in the glass. Duster pressed his lips tightly together, forcing himself to silence. Duster knew why she wanted to go outside. Suspicion hardened his entire attitude. Despite a desire to argue further, Duster shut his mouth and followed orders.

Still leaning dejectedly against the gigantic window, Mary had grinned inwardly. Sometimes boot-licking toadies paid off.

As Commander had flown out to the picnic site, she’d carefully observed the security. She considered but rejected the idea of taking the shuttle. The puny craft would get her airborne but not off this planet. The shuttle would also make a great target for skeet shooting. As they’d flown out to the ridge, she’d observed several massive cannons pointed at the sky. She didn’t know the exact caliber, but she knew they were big enough to bring down any ship in atmo. If she got airborne, she needed speed, and the shuttle didn’t have enough guts to break through gravitation or the heavy atmosphere.

Unable to make a grand escape, she worked her plan by baby steps. One thing at a time. Get free and then worry about getting a ship, then worry about getting off-planet.

Now, running across the ridge, making her way toward the main compound, she glanced at the star-riddled sky but couldn’t find one familiar constellation. Home seemed impossibly far. Mary didn’t even know in which direction to look for Taiga. She had no idea what planet she struggled to get off. She’d never bothered to ask Commander. If he wouldn’t tell her his name, she sure as spit knew he wouldn’t tell her the name of the planet on which he held her captive.

For a fact, she knew this planet wasn’t Byzantine, Corona, or Taiga—that left a whole lot of possibilities. Two moons didn’t narrow the names of potential places she might be. No matter how beautiful the two rising half-full moons, they only reminded her of the fact she wasn’t where she needed to be.

Taiga.

Her escape plan, rife with ifs, onlys and hopefullys, seemed doomed from the start. But if she lingered, she’d end up telling that excessively sexy man anything and everything. Free will or not, she lost her mind when he touched her.

Roots, rocks and rough ground raced below her boot-clad feet. His gigantic coat flapped as she leapt with the nimble loping grace of a crag-goat.

She raced through the deepening night, oddly lit by the two half-moons. Taiga had only one. Taiga’s small moon, even when full, cast only a pale light against the night. Even at half, the two moons on this planet cast the night bright, a little too bright, despite what Duster had said. She could have used a more thorough darkness.

During dinner earlier, she’d surreptitiously hidden food in her pockets. She pilfered a good hunk of excellent cheese that could damn near mask the stench of a musk-squirrel.

She wanted to laugh at how contrite Commander had looked when she’d pointed out his own duplicity. Telling her not to call herself Remarkably Average when he treated her as if she were, just like the villagers of Pine Glenn. Anything but, he’d said. Well, he’d find out how true those words were. She enjoyed forcing people to eat their own false words about her.

Commander gave her a choice. Bed him or confess. A or B. Yeah-huh. She did the unthinkable. She took C. None of the above. Escape. An option he’d not offered but one she took anyway. As if madness possessed her, she ran in the one direction he’d never guess.

“Right back at him.”

Looping around, she emerged above the ridge where he had spread their romantic picnic. She couldn’t believe what she saw. Commander sat there, casting anxious glances toward where she’d disappeared into the trees. Finally, he rose to investigate.

She climbed down the short hill, boarded his shuttle and hunkered down in the small aft cargo bay. Slowing her breath, she zipped his coat from bottom to top. By the time he boarded, screaming into his wrist com, she had covered herself head to toe with his jacket, pulling the leather over her like a tight little tent around her slender, folded body.

He’d admitted he could read scents, but she didn’t think he could read hers if she masked it with his own by using his jacket. She took the stinky cheese with the same thought in mind. Amazingly, her plan worked.

The plastimirror must have blocked not only the Baka but also the tracking ability of her bracelet. Commander didn’t know she hid on his shuttle. Well, Duster’s shuttle, she thought. She knew this lived-in relic wasn’t Commander’s personal transport. His shuttle was the fancy job at the center of the base tarmac.

From what she could tell, listening to him rant and rave, he lost her signal the moment she slapped the plastimirror to her bracelet. He thought she was still on the ground, somewhere near their picnic site. She couldn’t believe her good fortune and had to refrain from uttering a victory cry.

Commander flew back to base, bellowing at Duster the entire time. Duster must be made of durosteel, because he never once talked back. When they landed, Commander stalked away from the shuttle still yelling into his wrist com.

Waiting for a lifetime, she finally emerged from the cargo bay. She looked out the dusty streaked windows of the shuttle as she set the fuzzy green dice swinging.

“So far, so good.”


Chapter Fourteen

“Why can’t we track her by the bracelet?” Michael strode from one end of his office to the other, his bare feet gripping against the cool marble. “The signal should cast a light as bright as daylight on the op-pan.” He couldn’t believe he’d sat there waiting for her to come back from the woods. Sweet, innocent Mary demurely asking to go to the bathroom. Demure? Mary? That should have been his first clue.

“I’m not reading any signal off her bracelet at all.” Duster leaned over the bank of sensors.

“Why the hell not?” Michael clenched his jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “Thirty minutes and she’s gone.”

“She isn’t gone. She’s on-planet. We just don’t know where.” Duster’s fingers flew over the array of sensors.

“We’d best find her before she gets airborne.” Michael felt like an ass for underestimating her.

“Don’t snarl at me through your teeth like a talking wolf, Michael. I don’t like it when you do that.” Duster tapped rapidly at the banks of sensors with pointed jabs that echoed his anger. “Everything’s grounded. Nothing lands or takes off. I’m diverting inbound ships to Cibola or Midas. I’m grounding every ship on Windmere and having it searched. SOP.”

Deliberately calming himself, Michael unclenched his jaw. “She shouldn’t have been able to breach security. Even if she did, she shouldn’t be blank to us now.”

“She had the bracelet on.” Duster didn’t ask so much as he confirmed.

“Of course she did. I’m not a complete fool.” Michael could read the reproof in Duster’s eyes; not a complete fool, but damn close.

“It wasn’t my idea to take your bandit on a picnic.” Duster glared at him with righteous anger. “I tried to stop you, so stop getting crotchety at me for your idiotic idea.”

“Granted.” Michael tried to dispel his frustration by pacing. “I’m upset with myself because I’m an idiot. Now that we’ve resolved that issue, can we move on to the part where we find Mary?”

Duster’s face went suddenly pale and the lavender scent of concern rolled from his body.

“What?” Michael asked.

“If she ran, she had to jump. Mary had to fling her arms out to steady herself.”

“Your point?”

“Baka,” Duster said. “She could be out there alive, but—”

“I turned the luller component off.”

“You what?” Duster whirled around.

“I couldn’t risk her getting injected with Baka, so I turned the luller off.”

“You made that poor girl think—”

“That her life hung by a thread.” Michael grimaced. “Stop looking at me like that. If I hadn’t, she would have constantly challenged me. I had to find some way to make her consider the consequences.”

“By screwing with her head.” Duster sighed out several choice expletives.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

“Sure, it worked. Mary didn’t fight you directly, but she found a way to run. Happy now?”

“Not at all.” Michael pinched the bridge of his nose, ashamed of how he’d tricked her about the Baka, not to mention his identity.

“You asked for this,” Duster said. “Shoot me where I stand, but I swear, you deserve this.”

“I’m a real hero.” Michael felt hollow inside.

“At this point, you’re such an unbelievable bastard, I think I’d go out of my way to help Mary escape.”

Michael gave serious weight to the threat.

Duster cast a glance to the guards by the doors. “You may have forgotten your roots, but I haven’t forgotten mine.” He lowered his voice. “I’ll find her if you swear to let her go.”

“Are you challenging me?” Michael bristled, and the swelling void inside swirled with rage. “If I remember correctly, we’ve been here before.”

“More than once.” Duster stood tall. “If you’ll remember, I won the first time, but this isn’t about the moral issues of the flesh trade. This is about a woman named Mary. If I let you harm her, I might as well go back to my old life.”

Duster’s scent confused him, but Michael was too agitated to pinpoint the meaning. “This isn’t the time.”

“To review the past? I think it is.” Duster took a stand with his voice and the metallic note of his scent.

“We need to find—”

“Mary is every woman we ever smuggled.” Duster barely met Michael’s eyes. “Mary puts a face to every desperate cry we drowned out on the Damn You. Remember when that ship belonged to us? Six cells crammed with thirty women.” Duster delivered the words in his matter-of-fact tone but hung his head. “I’ll bet you told Mary books built this world of yours. You couldn’t admit it was built on the backs, buttocks and breasts of women. Women we sold.”

Michael could now identify the scent. Shame. The stench made him itch to plow his fist into Duster’s knowing face. Not for a lie, but because of truth. Kraft hadn’t kicked him loose on a whim.

“You trade in humans,” Kraft said. “Like cattle. Tell you what, the money may be good, but I can’t look at you, and I don’t know how the hell you can look at yourself.”

When he’d tried to explain, Kraft had said, “Damn you,” as she strode away. In a fit of pique, he’d named his ship the Damn You and continued with his plans. He’d regretted his decision ever since. Obsessed with the script of smuggling flesh, Michael ignored the truth and drowned out the stench of misery with expensive whisky.

“I stopped, didn’t I?” A pathetic defense, but the only one he had. “I gave up the flesh trade for books, and I’ve done my best to right the wrong.” His guilt and shame made him long for the biggest glass of whisky in the Void, even though he knew alcohol would never wipe the self-loathing away.

“Do you think funneling money to Network Thirteen makes up for what we did?” Duster asked.

Michael gave millions to the anti-slavery group. “I’ve done more than that.” Again, a pathetic excuse. He thought of Clara, and how he’d saved her entire family from slavery. “I’ve tried to find all those people and make it right.” A sudden thought gripped him. “What have you done?”

Duster refused to be sidetracked. “You still treat women like property.”

“What?” A need to express his anger physically built. He couldn’t let Duster push him that far, and he clenched his fists to hold himself at bay.

“You offered Jace Lawless 15Mil for Kraft, but he wouldn’t sell. And I don’t know what you’ve done to Mary except jerk the poor girl around until she’s so confused, she doesn’t know which end is up. All she knows is she wants out.”

“She’s not a girl.”

“That’s not my point!” Duster bellowed, his hands balling into fists at his sides. “Maybe I haven’t done enough to right my wrong, but I’m not about to commit the same wrong again, especially on Mary. I’m not going to stand by while you torment her to amuse yourself.”

Seething with fury, Michael felt tension coil around every muscle in his body until he was tight as a compressed spring. If he didn’t act fast, he feared he would launch himself at Duster. He snapped his fingers at the two guards by the door and pointed.

Without hesitation, the two guards grabbed Duster, slapped cuffs on him, then retreated to the main doors. Duster didn’t bother to struggle. They’d all done this before.

“You’ll never find her.” Duster didn’t say more, but Michael smelled the threat anyway; not without me, his scent said.

“I’ll find her.”

Duster refused to back down. “You’ll regret this.”

His words echoed what Kraft had said about the slavery, and Michael swallowed hard. “I won’t.”

“You kill everything you touch,” Duster said.

“Stop goading me.”

“How apt you named your moon Midas. Everything he touched turned to gold, including his daughter. She died for his greed.”

“You say another word, Duster, and I promise, I’ll—”

“Kill me? You’re gonna have to. I won’t stand by and watch you destroy another human being, especially not Mary.”

“You didn’t have a problem all those years ago.” Michael wanted the comment to wound, but it didn’t.

“Sure. Fling it in my face. I traded in humans for money. I stifled the voice that nagged at me by falling in love, while you stifled the stench of it by drinking.” Duster hung his head in shame. “We started out with mostly men, ended up with nothing but women, then along came Diane.”

A ripe smell of fresh bread rolled from Duster. He always smelled like that when he thought of Diane, and Michael had come to loathe that scent.

“I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Tough.” Duster met his gaze. “Now along comes Mary.”

The smell of bread deepened, took on a cinnamon edge, like sweet pastry. Was there more to Duster’s care than he’d suspected? As Duster continued to talk, Michael leaned near to get a better smell of him.

“Paltry, what Mary took. 20K over five years doesn’t wash your toilets, Michael. I don’t know her motives, but she didn’t hurt innocents, not like we did.” Duster winced his eyes closed. “Mary isn’t a game. You hurt her, it’s like I asked you to. This whole damn thing was my idea.”

Duster’s smell changed. Bread and cinnamon gave way to intense shame mixed with a cold, dead fury strong enough to choke him. Michael cast a longing glance to the hidden bar.

“Would you believe me if I said I love her?” Michael had no idea where the words had come from and, in a way, he felt as if he were asking himself.

“Overlord falls in love with Remarkably Average Mary?” Duster laughed and shook his head. “Don’t even try to play me like you played her.”

Initially, he’d welcomed the challenge of seducing Mary for information, but now he realized she had seduced him. The wily Bandit of Taiga had stolen his heart.

“Find Mary, bring her back to me, and I will let her go.” He heard the desperate tone in his own voice.

“You lie. Like one of your fancy rugs.” Duster straightened. “I’m finished being your boot-licking toady.”

The realization that Duster would die to defend Mary so shocked Michael he stood immobile.



Mary slipped from the shuttle and slunk away into the dark shadows cast by the array of ships that huddled together on the base tarmac. She’d love to hide right here. Problem was, as soon as morning broke, Commander would have his minions out in force.

Not a single good place to hide near the ships. She couldn’t hide in the ships, either; they thoroughly checked all ships before they took off, even the shuttle. Also, they wouldn’t take off tonight. With her breach in security, no way were they letting anything get off the ground tonight. She had to wait for when they sent out search parties.

“First things first.”

The fence around the tarmac was at least twelve feet high. Climbing it wouldn’t be a problem, but she could hear it humming from where she stood. Electric. Definitely a problem, not as much as a laser fence would be, but still, she didn’t think the fence would have a convenient hole, so she had to find a way around.

“What if I went over?”

A pair of wings would come in handy right about now. Alas and alack, she’d have to improvise. After considering all the ships, her eyes lit up when she noticed the butt-end of Whisper nestled only fifteen feet from the edge of the electric fence.

Kraft’s ship lay like a needle at the farthest end of the tarmac, far from the entrance of House and the guard post. The layout seemed so perfect she got paranoid as she dodged and darted her way toward the ship, looking for guards and cameras, which she didn’t find.

How did Commander and Duster miss this obvious flaw? She considered that they probably thought more about keeping people out than they did people getting out.

Using the nooks and crannies, she climbed her way atop Whisper, checked again for guards, then ran and took a flying leap off the back end. Clearing the fence, she grinned for half a second before the gravel-strewn ground rushed up. She stifled a scream.

Her body went one way, her ankle another. Pop!

Ignoring the pain as best she could, she limped into the scrub brush. Cursing silently, she struggled to the top of a small hill that would afford her a view of the entire compound.

Pain flared up her leg from her ankle. Her boot tightened unbearably. In the end, she had to scream into Commander’s borrowed jacket as she pulled off the boot.

“No, no, no!” She didn’t need a doctor to tell her what the swelling, sudden dark bruising, and excruciating pain meant. This wasn’t at all a part of her plan. She rubbed her temples as she tried to focus on something other than the throbbing pain in her right leg.

“How the hell can I run away on a broken ankle?”


Chapter Fifteen

“Release him,” Michael ordered, “then stand outside.”

The two guards let Duster loose and left the office.

“I’m sorry.” Michael offered his hand, which hung there for so long he almost retracted it.

Duster sighed and captured his hand. “Me too.”

After a hard squeeze, Michael let go. He was ashamed that he had to bind Duster to remind himself not to lash out. “I acted like a prime bastard.” His comment elicited a small smile.

“Maybe we should name the planet back.”

“Windmere has a certain je ne sais quoi.”

“A certain I-don’t-know-what,” Duster echoed, translating the French to Universal.

“Besides, I’d hate for you to have to go around introducing yourself to the ladies as Duster Jennings of Prime Bastard.”

Duster laughed. “You said Windmere sounded poofy.”

“Granted. But you won the right to the naming. If I could only compel you to the explaining.”

Duster laughed again, a bit more genuine. “You get Mary to fess up and maybe I will too.”

“We’ll have to find her first.”

“Michael,” Duster said, dread clear in his voice, “I won’t let you hurt her.”

“I know.” Michael turned away. “My behavior has been despicable. Not only to Mary, but you. I just—” He didn’t know how to put his feelings into words. He’d let his own wants override his concern for anyone else, like a selfish bastard. “I’m worried about her.”

“So am I.” Cinnamon swirled as Duster turned to the op-pans. “Let me get the word out that she’s at large. We don’t want anyone to accidentally shoot her.”

While Duster informed every guard on the planet, Michael printed out a map of the area where he’d last seen her. He drew concentric rings, trying to determine how big of an area they had to search.

She wouldn’t be running in a treacherous and unfamiliar terrain. She’d be going methodically toward…what?

“Toward a ship.” He measured the distance from their picnic area back to base. Thirty miles by air but easily fifty by foot. Knowing that cut the area to be searched down by seventy percent.

“Since everything with infrared is on Sangfroid, we’ll have to wait until daybreak before launching an all-out search.”

“Six hours from now?” Michael tried not to sound petulant, but he did anyway. Mary could be anywhere within an eighteen-mile radius of their picnic site. If she ran, she could be within thirty. Tapping the map, he tried to put himself in her battered boots.

Inspired, he cut the area down even more, since she wouldn’t be traveling along any prominent ridges, or by any of the guard posts. That left a manageable area.

“You think she’s coming this way?” Duster leaned over his shoulder to consider the map.

“She needs to get airborne. The only place she can steal a ship from is base.”

“You don’t think she’d try to take one of the shuttles at the guard posts? If I were her, that’s what I’d do.”

“No. Too small. If she was going to try it, she’d have taken my shuttle.” Michael considered the map again.

“You mean my shuttle,” Duster said.

Michael readied a nasty retort but realized Duster only needled him a bit. “A minor point.” He laughed. “Mary would have swiped the shuttle I took her out in. She didn’t.”

“Is there any way she could have gotten the bracelet off?”

“If she did, we’d still be able to track it.” Michael again eyed his hidden bar. “Somehow, she’s managed to block the signal. For the life of me, I can’t fathom how.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We should be able to read that thing through two hundred miles of solid durosteel.”

Duster snickered.

Michael whirled around. “Just what the hell is so funny?”

“Her name.” Duster scratched his chin. “Remarkably Average Mary.” He rolled his eyes and laughed. “You ought to sue her for false advertising.”

“Actually, I did think of tossing Harper in a locked room with her. He’s the one who filed the report that said she had average intelligence.”

“Average my ass.” Duster laughed again. “How the hell did she get that pathetic nickname?”

“Idiots at Pine Glenn pinned it on her.” Anger surged every time Michael remembered the story he’d read in one of the reports.

“Why?” Duster asked.

“When she enrolled for grammar school, the administrators tested the students. On a list, beside each name, everyone had something like ‘high verbal skills’ or ‘shows promise in mathematics’—everyone but Mary. Across from her name it said remarkably average. Some cruel bastard posted the list at a local tavern so the whole town could see. Mary all of seven. A little kid.”

“Harsh.” Duster winced.

“It didn’t stop there.” Michael sighed and leaned back in his chair with his hands laced behind his head.

“I’m afraid to ask.” Duster pulled a chair back, flipped it around and straddled it, his arms looped across the back.

“Since she was abandoned, a foundling on the courthouse steps, they also said she had no last name.” He lowered his hands to his sides and clenched them to fists.

“Remarkably Average Mary No-last-name.” Duster sighed. “She’s had to put up with that crap her whole life?”

Michael nodded and let out a long, frustrated sigh. Her background explained a lot of her hostility and her suspicious nature. She expected to be mocked and rejected, but the harsh treatment hadn’t broken her.

Mary didn’t care what anyone thought of her, because she knew herself. He admired that quality and wished he had more of it himself. Reputation mattered a great deal to him, but Mary didn’t give a rat’s ass. In fact, she turned her disparaging nickname to her advantage by using it to waylay people into not expecting anything from her.

“Why did she stay there?” Duster asked. “Hey, maybe that’s why she stole from you, so she could get away from Taiga.”

“I don’t think so. All she wants is to go home. For the life of me, I don’t know why.” Michael thought of the reams of nasty reports. “If I were her, I’d want to go home with a fully loaded Gatewin Gusher and take out the whole malicious town. Twice. Just to make sure I’d wiped them all.”

Duster pulled back, clearly shocked. “Care to explain that?”

“I could bury you in scornful tales of her.” Michael pointed to a stack of reports on his desk. “That’s what her own people, the folks of Pine Glenn, have said about her.”

Wide-eyed, Duster reached for the two-inch-deep stack of reports but hesitated. “All of that’s about her?”

“And all nasty.” Michael nodded. “Think of the worst falsehood ever spread about you, now think of that exponentially. Just so big and nasty it never ended. That’s what she’s been subjected to her whole life.” Michael let his sympathy bleed into his voice. He wanted Duster to understand why he cared so much about Mary.

“Then why does she want to go back there?” Duster fished some seeds from a vest pocket.

“Good question.” Michael pinched the bridge of his nose. “I doubt she’ll answer. She won’t even tell me why she liberated my goods.”

“Maybe she has something to prove to them.” Duster kept his gaze on the stack of reports.

“What? That she can put up with more of their abuse?” Every time he thought of how badly she’d been treated, he wanted to stomp his way into Pine Glenn and start bashing heads together.

“Dunno.” Duster considered the map. “Did you mean it?”

“What?” Michael felt jittery and out-of-sorts. He wanted to be angry with Mary, but he was more worried about her than anything.

“What you said earlier about Mary.”

Michael remembered very well what he’d said in a moment of passion. He kept his eyes on the map. Damn it all, Duster didn’t drop his knowing, razor gaze for a second. Michael straightened and returned his intense glare.

“Mary is anything but remarkably average.”

“Oh, I got that. So did you.” Duster popped a seed apart with his teeth. “Her breach in security makes that crystal clear. You and I both know that isn’t my point.”

“You always have a point, don’t you?”

Duster rolled his eyes and let out a great guffaw. “Kraft would’ve accused you of dancing a very tight two-step, not with me, but with the truth. Maybe with yourself.”

“I told you to stop bringing her up.”

“Sure. Glad to. You just get rid of the morbid shrine to her on the base tarmac first.” Duster leaned over and tapped the op-pan until an audvid of Whisper popped up.

Michael glared first at the ship, then at Duster. “Not pulling our punches, are we?” He cut off the audvid. “I’ll get rid of Whisper if you get rid of that.” He pointed to Duster’s hand.

“What?” Duster plunged his right hand in his pocket.

Michael forcefully pulled out Duster’s hand and touched the slender band of platinum that encompassed his third finger. “Widows wear the wedding band on the right ring finger. Widowers might too, depending on the culture, but you can’t wear that ring at all.”

“You prick.” Duster yanked his hand away but didn’t bother to hide it. This was familiar ground for an argument, one they’d stomped many times.

“Granted. You started this round of truth time, not me. If you’re going to remind me of the truth, the least I can do is return the favor.” At his command, Whisper popped up on every holoplas screen in the room. Amber lights cast the needle-shaped ship into sharp relief. “I may have a morbid shrine, but at least I don’t delude myself into thinking I married Kraft.”

“You unbelievable prick.” Duster turned away, exuding the scent of fresh bread.

“Granted. You never married Diane. She left you in a shuttle with less than an hour of air. Not at the altar, as is customary for brides of her…ilk. But long before you ever got to the church to seal the vows you swore to in the depth—”

“You don’t know anything about me and Diane.” Duster thrust himself up, shoving the chair forward. “Nor should you, as my Commander, acquaint yourself personally with—”

“The massive pomposity flowing from your lips,” Michael interrupted him, and laughed. “You want to point out my foibles but slap up fences when I attempt to point out yours.”

Duster dropped his gaze to the floor. “Torment me about Diane, and I will torment you in the same measure about Kraft.”

“Equal ammo,” Michael said.

Duster lifted his chin, ready for battle.

They could lob verbal bombs at each other for days on end. They knew more about each other than they did about themselves. A best friend, a truly intimate friend, could become a dangerous opponent.

“I concede.” Michael bowed with formal dignity.

Duster took a step back, his brows lowered. “Who the F are you?”

“I am Michael Parker. Not Overlord, not Commander, just a man named Michael Parker.” As soon as he said it, he realized the truth of his words. He didn’t want to be Overlord, or Commander, or some young-girl fantasy that Mary held up so high over his head. He wanted to be himself, just a man, one who didn’t always do the right thing. Not a hero by any stretch but not a vicious villain, either.

“You won’t make Mary a stand-in for Kraft?” Duster asked.

“No.” Michael killed the audvids of Whisper and sighed. “In some ways, she is like Kraft, but not really. Mary is…” He trailed off. “I don’t know how to describe her, how to put into words why she attracts me the way she does.” Michael considered the search map on the desk again. “Unique. Remarkable. Compelling. The game you set afoot is no longer a game. She’s more than the elusive Bandit of Taiga, more than a challenge that took my mind off mourning Kraft.” Feeling the fear, yet admitting the truth anyway, Michael softly said, “I think Mary is the woman I’ve been looking for my whole life.”


Chapter Sixteen

Mary ripped out the lining of Commander’s black leather jacket so she could compress her swelling ankle. At the first touch of silken fabric, she passed out.

Regaining consciousness, she discovered her foot had swollen to five times normal. Her leg looked as if a huge, lumpy ball had swallowed her foot. She realized she never should have taken the boot off in the first place, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that now. She left off trying to compress her ankle and turned herself around on the hill to elevate the most massive screw-up in her short life.

Chilly night air would help slow the swelling, but it also bit into her flesh, making her shiver. She peered up at the star-strewn sky as she drank deeply of cold, damp air that smelled of sagebrush. How could she splint her ankle? A moot point when she realized that, splinted or not, her ankle couldn’t bear her weight. She’d have to drag the stupid thing behind her. Just the thought of bumping it sent a new surge of pain rushing up her leg.

Breathing in shallow, hurried breaths, she checked her pulse by placing her hand at the base of her neck. Rapid and weak. Her skin was cool and clammy.

I’m going into shock.

She tried to remember how to treat someone for shock.

Keep them warm, right? She zipped up the jacket and plunged her hands into the pockets, although without the lining, the jacket didn’t help as much as she’d hoped.

Don’t eat or drink anything. Why? She couldn’t remember. Probably so she wouldn’t strangle on her own vomit. Not that she had a lot to eat or drink at the moment. All she had was a hunk of smelly cheese and an orange. Besides, she wasn’t hungry. Dinner and wine still warmed her belly.

Thinking of the picnic made her think of how good Commander had looked in the double half moonlight. His dark hair shimmered and his teeth glistened. Sorta like a scary, sexy manwolf. It would have been incredible to see his wicked body in the moonlight, all naked and primal. Glistening velvet skin over rippling muscle. Smelling so strongly of citrus and pine.

She should have taken him up on that deal before she ran away. What could one night in his big, strong arms hurt anyway? Whether he let her go or not didn’t matter when she could just run away afterward. Giving in to a base part of her body and being able to justify her actions mattered more.

“A noble sacrifice.” She giggled. “Yes, I would throw myself into his arms to protect my people. I would willingly toss myself upon the sword of injustice to protect the cause and suffer delicious torture at his hands.”

Just the thought of his hot touch and his wicked control raised goose bumps along her flesh. She could feel his mouth against her neck, her breasts, his hands holding her, pinning her against the wall with the whole of his body. All that power in him held in check by his need to taste her surrender. Heaven help her, she wanted to submit.

In the same breath, she wanted him to take charge the way she always imagined Overlord would. His strength would overwhelm her until she had no choice but to surrender to him. Then he would do anything he wanted for, well, what could she do against such a powerful man? Her mind wandered off into just how Commander would claim her if she accepted his deal.

“No, no, gotta stay focused here.” She shivered, snuggling farther into the jacket that smelled like him. “I’m trying to treat me for shock.”

She thought the next treatment for shock was to summon aid.

“Yeah-huh. Therein lies the problem.” She giggled deliriously. “I’m hiding from the man who could render aid.”

Looking at her chunky bracelet, she wondered what would happen if she picked the plastimirror off. Would he come, or would he leave her out here to die?





Swirling cream and sugar into his coffee, Michael asked, “How in the Void did we ever become friends?”

“Mutual goals.”

“I wonder if I ever would have stopped working the slave trade if not for you.” Michael rarely thought of that ugly part of his past when script became an end in and of itself. He’d blinded his eyes to anything but acquiring more money. Even the screams of his cargo could not sway him. He just turned the music up louder on the Damn You.

When the smell of misery overpowered him, Michael started drinking. Alcohol made the smell go away, almost made the pain go away. He damn near died in a drunken haze when Duster decided he’d had enough.

“You would have stopped, Michael, eventually. I leapt on board too, remember? I was just as greedy and vicious as you were. We were a brutal team.” Duster peered into his cup as if he could find forgiveness there.

“For six months,” Michael said. “You were the one who called a halt to it. At gunpoint.”

One blurry, drunken day, music blasting over the ship, Michael turned to find Duster standing on the bridge of the Damn You with a McWilliam Sneek clutched in his fist.

At first, Michael laughed, but stopped when Duster cocked the gun. So drunk he could barely stand, Michael gave up without a fight, and Duster took over the Damn You without a struggle.

Duster tied Michael to the pilot chair, let the slaves go, and escaped with Diane, who later turned on him.

After Michael sobered up and freed himself, he saved Duster from the shuttle Diane abandoned him in, and they agreed to smuggle books. Michael ended up selling the Damn You to a Runner named Foster Nash, the man and the ship that dragged Mary before him. Mary had a knack for making everything in his life loop back.

“I just couldn’t do it anymore,” Duster said. “Not after I saw what we were really doing to women like Diane. Eighteen years old and sold into slavery by her own father, for what? A paltry bit of script so he could drink his pathetic life away?”

Diane would have compelled Michael if he hadn’t been drunk all the time. Diane came from a home as rotten as his. His father had been an abusive gambler with a taste for floozies. After almost beating his father to death, Michael left home at fifteen and never looked back, not until Diane forced him to look back. As much as he wanted to amass a fortune, he couldn’t do it by someone else’s misery. He couldn’t believe he’d actually done it for six months. Michael became an ex-slaver turned viciously against slavery.

“How could you let Diane go?” Michael asked, even though he feared the answer.

“She didn’t love me,” Duster said with resigned acceptance. “I loved her, but she didn’t feel the same, and try as I might, I couldn’t make her love me.” Biting his lip, he tapped the map still spread on the desk. “You might want to give some serious thought to that notion before we find Mary.”

“You don’t think she could ever love me.” Michael voiced his own greatest fear as a simple statement, but he felt dead inside as soon as the words left his lips. Darkness filled him and he feared no amount of good works would ever light the void in his soul.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to.” Michael closed his eyes for a moment. “What woman in her right mind could ever love a man who’s done the horrible things I have?” He grew weary of looking into the mirror Mary held up to him.

“I’m not saying that either,” Duster said. “People change. You changed. People in love forgive an awful lot, but you can’t make Mary love you. You could keep her here for the rest of her life, and it still wouldn’t make her fall in love with you.”

That simple truth had driven more of his actions than everything else combined. Michael tried to convince himself he only wanted her to desire him when he actually wanted to smell that lovely scent of unconditional love on her.

“But how the hell can I just let her go?”

“If you love her, you will.” Duster spoke the words as a simple yet profound truth.

“Is this a variation on a theme?” Michael asked flippantly. “Not the ‘I told you so’ speech, but the ‘if you really loved her’ speech?”

“Give Mary a load of script and send her on her wily bandit way,” Duster said. “Let her do whatever it is she has to do. If she loves you, she’ll come back.”

“Risky.”

“Sure.” Duster nodded. “Matters of the heart usually are.”


Chapter Seventeen

Picking at the plastimirror on her bracelet, Mary struggled to keep rising panic at bay. No matter how hard she pulled, the damn stuff wouldn’t come off. She tried to jam a stick under an edge, but she couldn’t get the mirror to go pliable again.

Somehow, the plastimirror bonded to the plastimetal. She tried bashing her bracelet with a rock and ended up with a bleeding wrist for her trouble. It was too hard to pick off, but not hard enough to shatter. If she couldn’t get the mirror off the bracelet, there wouldn’t be a way for Commander to find her.

She raised her wrist to her mouth, sucking blood away from the scratch to see how deep was the cut. The copper taste caused bile to rise in her throat, and she swallowed several times to keep from throwing up.

It vexed her that her plan to escape had worked far too well. Everything would have gone smoothly if not for one massive snag—breaking her stupid foot. She hated to admit it, but she desperately needed help.

Bleary-eyed, she looked down at her throbbing ankle. In the double half moonlight, her foot looked as if a black beast had swallowed her whole foot and was making its ponderous way up her leg. Broken bones must have cut open an artery, and it bled inside her flesh, filling the surrounding tissue.

If she didn’t figure something out, she would die, and she didn’t want to die. Certainly not on a planet she didn’t know the name of, brought here by a man she didn’t know the name of. Icing on the cake, she sure as spit didn’t want to die without knowing her own name, her real name.

A frantic, burbling laugh rose in her throat. Given the scope of her twisted, tragic life, it seemed fitting her death would be just as screwed up and just as anonymous as her birth.

She always imagined she’d perish in a flaming burst of glory, fighting off the IWOG as they tried to invade her world. The Void had a cruel sense of humor to let her die like this. Really cruel, considering her death would be her own damn fault.

“If I could have one wish before I go, I’d like to meet Overlord just once. Just to see what he looks like.”

Would he be as sexy as Commander? Well, no man should be that sexy. Seemed damn near appalling that one man got not only seconds, but thirds and fourths, when it came to sex appeal. For what he’d been given, she imagined at least four men running around the Void so ugly not even their own mothers could stand to look at them.

“Maybe that’s why my mother abandoned me.” She wondered if she’d been a painfully ugly baby. Or maybe she’d been too mouthy even then, crying and wailing to the point she drove her own mother away. “Most folks can’t stand me after five minutes.”

She tried to keep her mind focused, tried to keep herself awake, but she drifted in and out of consciousness. Dreams of making love with Overlord wearing Commander’s face made her body hot despite the chill night. Then pain ripped through her, waking her up. If nothing else, she had to move. No way would they find her hidden by all these bushes.

Pulling on a reserve of strength she didn’t know she had, she sat up, fought off insistent waves of nausea, then crab-walked, dragging her butt down the hill. Holding her injured foot high, she sweated in the chill night as she scrabbled down the sharp, rock-strewn dirt. Damp air laced with the pungent smell of the gray-green scrub brushes filled her nose.

Passing out, waking, moving foot by foot, she finally made it to within a few yards of the electric fence around the tarmac. Bruised and bloody, her hands felt pampered by the smooth gravel around the fence.

She glared at the pounding pain of her foot. “What now, O brilliant brain?”

She had to find a way to attract attention and considered screaming, but she didn’t have much strength left. Without any guards patrolling the area, bellowing would be a pointless waste of energy. Throwing something against the fence wouldn’t do any good, either. She had to find a way to short it out.

“All those ships, just sitting there. What I wouldn’t give to be in one right now.” Once home, she would warn Emmet and they would run. “Gotta get back over that fence first.”

Racking her brain, she took stock of her meager possessions. Cotton bra, panties, homespun shirt, pants, one leather boot, one wool sock, a leather jacket with a wad of torn silk lining in the pocket, one orange, a hunk of smelly cheese and a gem-encrusted platinum compact.

She knew if she touched the fence, that would bring them running. “To find my charred corpse hanging off it.” She shivered and shook her head. “I’d like to be alive when they show up.” Conflicting thoughts of escaping, yet needing help, muddled her mind. Fight or flight? She couldn’t remember.

Shock. I’m in shock.

But she couldn’t remember why that mattered. Something about being in her right mind. Something like that. Right mind, left mind. She shook her head and forced herself to focus on how to set off the fence without touching it.

Her brain swam with confusion, and she couldn’t fight the nausea any longer. Turning her head, she vomited. Up came the romantic dinner Commander had fed her earlier. Chunks of half-digested food sparkled in the light of two half-moons.

Thank the stars he wasn’t here.

The thought jarred her. Didn’t she want him here? Him who? Commander. No, Overlord. Her mind spun off again with perplexing confusion as she frowned at the puddle.

Wet. Something wet tossed into the electric fence. Wet metal. She didn’t have anything metallic other than the compact, but it had too many gems to give her a good surface area.

Stuffing her hands into the jacket, she flopped on her back, too exhausted to even move away from her own puddle of puke.

Zippity do da, I’m going to die.

She laughed. A funny word, zippity. Zipper. The zipper of Commander’s jacket was metal. So? Bolting upright, she blinked back the encroaching swirl of static-gray that tried to lure her into darkness. If this didn’t work, she didn’t have a plan B, so it damn well better work.

She unzipped the jacket, shrugged it off her shoulders and let out a howl when she jostled her foot. Taking several deep breaths, she zipped up the jacket, affixed the compact to the zipper, then dipped the jacket in the puddle, getting it as wet as she could. Twirling the jacket over her head, she threw it at the fence. The jacket bounced off without so much as a spark.

Spewing every expletive she knew, she crab-walked over to retrieve the jacket, passed out and woke again. Realizing she had to get the jacket wetter, she pulled the orange out, squeezed it until the juice ran and dribbled it all over the jacket. She tried her throw again, with the same result as before.

Laboriously, swearing her head off, she retrieved the jacket once more, but the effort caused her to lose consciousness again.

When she awoke, she realized the jacket wouldn’t short out the fence unless she got it really wet.

“I should have swiped a bottle of his very fine wine.”

Should have, could have, would have. Truth be told, she shouldn’t have put such a foolish plan, one riddled with holes, into action. Her plan might have worked if she hadn’t broken her stupid foot. She glared down, but as the full horror dawned, her eyes went wide and her heart raced. Not just her foot. Her calf swelled and her pant leg looked like an overstuffed sausage casing. Carefully, she split the rough fabric at the crooked hem. Once she started it, the run raced up her leg with a wave of dizziness. Blasted by the drop in blood pressure, she passed out yet again.

When she woke, the two moons had set behind her, and brightness glowed just beyond the hill in front of her. Morning? With it, she knew they would start searching for her. Still, full daybreak was at least an hour away, and she didn’t know if she could wait that long. Her leg looked gigantic.

She knew she had one way left to soak the jacket. Dipping it in puke paled beside what she planned to do now.

“Gotta do what you gotta do.” With a high, hysterical laugh, she unbuttoned her pants. “I won’t die without a fight.”



A loud insistent clang ripped through Michael’s office, jerking him awake. “What the hell?” He swiveled his chair to scan the array of sensors.

“Breach. North fence.” Duster leapt to his feet, issuing commands into his wrist com.

“My north fence?” Lethal voltage surged through—Michael shot to his feet and knocked his chair over. “Shut it down!”

“Whatever hit the fence shut the whole thing down,” Duster coolly informed him.

“It can’t be her.” Michael shook his head and cast an anxious glance at Duster. “No way. Fifty miles?” Even to himself, he sounded incredulous, worse yet, frantic. “No way did Mary touch the compound fence.”

Duster shook his head, barking orders into his wrist com.

“She would have had to come fifty miles in six hours.” A surge of adrenaline shook his entire body.

“Calm down. It’s probably another bird.”

Last spring, after a sudden rain, a soaking-wet bird had flown into the fence, shorting it out. Armed to the teeth, his guard investigated with enough firepower to blast a thousand elves to kingdom come, only to find the charred body of a hapless bird.

“I’m coming with you.” He yanked on a pair of boots and a flak jacket, then followed Duster and a pack of guards to the tarmac.

Whisper gleamed at the far end of the base. Michael tried to ignore the ship as he followed Duster and a plethora of fully armed guards, but his gaze flicked to it repeatedly. Whisper mocked him, a monument, a shrine, to a woman he now realized he’d never loved. He’d hung on to her memory and ship in some crazy bid to turn back time. He could have chosen a very different path once. A slower path to where he stood now. If he had taken that path, he knew Kraft still wouldn’t have stayed with him, because she hadn’t loved him any more than he loved her.

“Don’t shoot unless I specifically order you to.” Michael instructed the guards to keep their weapons pointed skyward.

“It’s not Mary.” Duster fell back to stride beside him, his own Slim-Shot Thirty pointed to the lemon-yellow sky.

“I don’t want anyone to shoot her if it is.”

“If she touched the fence, she’s already dead.” Duster gave him a stricken look. “I didn’t mean—”

“You always know just what to say, don’t you?”

“Let’s just say Mary didn’t short out the fence. Okay?”

Warily, they approached the burned-out section. Hour-off morning sun cast the base tarmac in a surreal light. Something black fluttered between two of the wires. Michael could almost smell the collective inward breath of relief.

“Co-man-dur?”

His heart constricted as the men around him gasped, moving in unison to rivet their guns. “Don’t shoot!” Michael knocked barrels toward the brightening sky.

Crumpled, looking for all the Void as if a mean giant had picked her up and slammed her repeatedly to the ground, Mary lay ten feet beyond the fence. She lifted herself on trembling arms. Her face, tiny and pale, split into an incongruous grin.

“Remember that deal you offered?” She locked her arms. Eyes wide, luminous in the pale light of dawn, she swayed like a cobra. “I think I choose—” Her face went slack as her body splayed out on the gravel-strewn ground.

“Get this fence out of my way right now!” Michael wanted to rip it apart with his bare hands.

Dropping their guns to their chests, the guards struggled to hold open the dead wires of the electric fence so he could dart between them.

Mary sprawled motionless. He charged toward her, horrified when he realized what looked like a log turned out to be her leg. As he dropped to his knees, her scent hit him in a shocking wave of smell-memory. Death hovered around her body with the stench of decaying leaves.

“Medic!” Michael cupped her dirty face. He felt an overwhelming urge to wake her and tell her he loved her before she died.


Chapter Eighteen

You came, you came! Mary tried to scream the words but nothing passed her lips. Only in her mind did she shout her gratitude. Face out of a dream, she saw Commander rush forward, then everything went fuzzy gray.

A blast of rushing pain brought her back when someone touched her right foot, and said, “Internal bleeding with a fracture of the—”

“That hurts, you—” She condemned him, his ancestors, and his progeny with a slew of nasty words. She hit a good thirty languages so every soul within a five-mile radius would know the full of her displeasure.

She grasped the fact she was alive and vocal because of Commander. That fact didn’t curb her vicious mouth. “Let off grabbing my foot, you—”



“She’s going to be okay.” Duster settled himself to the edge of an orange plastic chair in the hospital waiting room. He offered up his eclip.

Michael rejected the electronic device with a lift of his hand. “You know I hate those things.” He liked reports on paper. Tactile. Semi-permanent. “Just define ‘okay’ for me.”

He’d been sitting here for hours, tormented that Mary might not live. Once he knew she would survive, he then worried she’d lose her leg. MacKay’s daughter had. Michael remembered approving the bimech limb request and wondered if he’d soon be signing another.

“Okay means she’ll live and keep her foot.” Duster tucked the eclip into his multitask vest and pulled out a handful of seeds.

Michael closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. “When will she be conscious?”

“Dunno. Four to six hours.” Duster munched crackleseeds with neat efficiency as he dug his sharp-shined black boots into the rust-colored carpet of the waiting room. “What deal was Mary talking about?”

“You really don’t want to know.” Actually, he didn’t want to tell anyone, especially Duster. At the moment, Duster didn’t think too highly of him, and his proposed deal to Mary certainly wouldn’t improve his opinion.

“You’re gonna let her go, right?” Duster leaned forward and stared at him with the intensity of an interrogation officer.

“With a broken foot?” Michael tried to get comfortable in the molded plastic chair designed for a man half his size and weight. “That seems heartless, don’t you think?”

Duster gave him an irritated frown. “How convenient.”

“What? You act like I broke her foot.”

“Maybe you didn’t, but you seem to have no problem using her injury for your own ends.” Duster looked down at the floor.

“Is that what you think?” Michael considered for a moment. “Let me put it to you this way. If I let her go back to Taiga, who will take care of her? The lovely folks of Pine Glenn? Those same folks who pinned a nasty name on her and took great pleasure in slinging malicious talk about her to my operatives?”

Chewing on a seed, Duster rolled his eyes and shook his head. “You’ve got a point.”

“Indeed. She’s safe right here. And I don’t have to do this, but I’ll make you a promise.”

“What?” Duster cocked his head expectantly.

“I won’t hurt her. I swear I won’t.”

“Sure.” Duster popped open another seed, gazing at a poster that listed the warning signs of the Tyaa plague.

Michael didn’t need to be a reader to know Duster didn’t believe him. “I mean what I say.” He wanted to convince Duster he didn’t mean Mary any harm. If he couldn’t convince his best friend he wasn’t a villain, how would he ever convince Mary?

“I’m sure you do mean it,” Duster said, still considering the poster. “Problem is she’s already hurt.”

Waves of cinnamon-pastry scent billowed off Duster, piquing Michael’s anger. Was Duster just being a hero to the damsel in distress, or did his feelings for Mary go deeper?

“I didn’t break her foot,” Michael said coldly.

“She was running from you.” Disgust laced Duster’s cinnamon-pastry smell with rotting flowers. “Don’t you feel even remotely responsible?”

Damn it all, he did. She wouldn’t have run if he hadn’t offered her such a terrible choice to give up her body or her secret. Become a whore or a traitor. He wanted to smack himself upside the head.

“This has been a total unmitigated disaster from the moment she set foot on Windmere.” Michael wanted to turn back time, but he doubted he’d do things any differently than he already had. Mary, her spirit, her scent, struck such a fierce chord in him he lost all perspective when she came near. Like an addictive, deadly drug, Mary made him want more and more.

“Stay away from her.” Duster shook his head in reproof. “Let her get better, then let—her—go.” He gave each word forceful emphasis.

Michael bristled. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were in love with her.” The cinnamon-pastry smell of Duster began to edge around that alluring scent of love.

“I don’t know her well enough to be in love with her.” Duster’s face reddened. “But I admire her. She’s sneaky smart. I respect her criminal mind. Only a fool would underestimate that woman twice.” Duster tucked his used seeds into a vest pocket. “Mary is so focused she can’t see anything but what she’s after, and she isn’t gonna stop until she either gets to her goal or dies trying. Either help her, or get the hell out of her way.”

“Why do you care?” Michael leaned close, wanting to smell the answer.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Duster stood.

“Try me.” He stopped Duster with a hand on his arm.

After long consideration, Duster settled himself back into the chair. “Mary reminds me of you.”

Duster’s words shocked Michael. “Me? How?”

“She’s the way you were when you built all of this. You had that same focus. You didn’t give a rat’s for anything but making your dream come true. You had a goal, a reason for being.” Duster sighed and looked at him. “Seems to me you’ve forgotten all of that.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” Of late, he’d been thinking an awful lot about the past and the choices he made. Mary and the damn mirror she held up to him. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“I find that difficult to believe at the moment,” Duster said with a sigh and a glance down the hall toward Mary’s room.

“You keep me in line.”

“I’m lucky you haven’t killed me in a fit of rage.” An edge of bitterness gave the words power to hurt.

“You know I wouldn’t,” Michael reminded his best friend. “We made a deal a long time ago. The only reason I have you bound is so I won’t attack you.”

Duster grimaced. “You don’t have to do that to remind me you’re in charge.”

“That’s not why I do it, and you know it. I put you in custody to remind myself not to lash out.” Duster refused to meet his gaze, and Michael was embarrassed that he had to resort to extremes to keep himself from acting like a child. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know any other way.”

They fought often and with a verbal viciousness that could stun an outsider, but rarely did it get physical. When it started to that edge, Michael had Duster taken into custody to stop it. Once, he’d lashed out, and his focused blow to Duster’s solar plexus nearly killed him. When Duster woke up a day later, Michael vowed never to strike him again.

“I’ve kept my word. I’m sorry I have to go to that length, but I will keep my word to you.”

“True enough,” Duster said. “I know why you do it, but I don’t like it. Like when you snarl at me through your teeth like a talking wolf. I get why, I just don’t like it.”

“I’m sorry.” The words sounded hopelessly lame, but Michael had nothing else to offer.

Duster nodded and promptly changed the subject. “They finally got the bracelet off her.”

“What the hell did she put on it?” Not only was Michael relieved to turn his attention to another path, but also he desperately needed the answer to protect his planet.

“Dunno. I sent it over to R and D.”

“Good. Put Jones on it. That should keep the fussy Einstein-diva busy for a while.”

“We’d best find out quick.” Duster grimaced. “If word got around of how easy it was for a woman named Remarkably Average Mary to breach security…” He trailed off and leaned close. “Point of fact, Commander, the rest of us call her Scary Mary, but only behind her back, and yours. Until now, that is.”

Michael knew long ago about Mary’s new nickname, and he’d laughed then, but not now. Mary was scary. “Make your point and move on.”

Duster calmly said, “My point is that if you underestimate her again, you’re a damn fool, and I will take endless delight in saying I told you so if you prove me right. That’s if—a big, huge, hulking if—Scary Mary generously leaves you alive.”





Mary woke to a smell so clean it burned her nose. Once she got her eyelids to half-mast, ugly green walls and big lights swaddled by plastic bags greeted her efforts. Thankfully, the lights were off. If they had been on, she feared they would have burned out her tender, gritty eyeballs.

Torture room? Why would Commander want to torture her when seduction was working rather well?

Banks of equipment blurred past her gaze when she turned her head to the right. She followed the tubes of one until she found they led down into her arm. Not a torture room but a hospital. She tried to sit up but couldn’t. What the hell held her down? She couldn’t even lift her arms to investigate.

I’m strapped down!

Panic erupted. She filled her lungs to scream. Turning her head to the left, she calmed and let her pent-up breath out on a long sigh of relief.

Commander sat slumped over in a white plastic chair like a wrung-out dishrag. Dark stubble made him look scruffy. All big and tall and dirty-dangerous. Still too sexy. Didn’t he ever look ugly? He could have a black eye, a broken nose, be covered with runny green manure and still look scrumptious. Hands that barely refrained from stealing his goods itched to uncover the best treasure of all: him. All seven wicked feet of him.

She winced her eyes closed. What was wrong with her? She shouldn’t be attracted to the man who’d created this whole mess. Even if she had to bash her own head in with a rock, she had to stop getting Commander mixed up with her lusty fantasies of Overlord.

Commander probably insisted on guarding her himself. She figured she was in for quite a yelling fest when he realized she was awake. So let’s not tell him. It wasn’t the best idea. Right now, she would sell her soul for a sip of water.

“Commander?” Her voice came out in a strangled, pathetic hiss. She swallowed and tried again. “Co-man-dur?”

His eyes popped open. He rocketed to his feet and appeared at her bedside so fast he was a blur. “Mary?” He leaned over her and cupped her face with one huge hand.

“Like magic.” She giggled. “I’m not trying to run away.”

Tension drained from his face with the sound of his sigh.

“Not on that foot.” He flashed her that quirky half grin as he took off the strap across her chest.

He looked happy to see her. Weird. She figured he’d be bright red with anger. Maybe even strangle her. Her belly quivered with the thought he could be healing her so he could torture her more fully himself. Commander’s idea of torture involved a darkly welcomed submissive bent in her own nature. A twisted bent she didn’t think she could keep denying.

“I’m thirsty.” Her voice crackled, sounding as dry as her lips felt. Her whole head felt packed with sand.

He lifted a green plastic cup from the bedside table and pressed it to her lips as he cupped his hand to hold her head up. Nothing had ever tasted so good. She swallowed the cool water down in greedy gulps.

“Doc Murphy said not too much, or you’ll bring it right back up.” He pulled the cup away and gently lowered her head back to the pillow.

“Done enough of that, thank you very much.” Her mouth tasted like the barn floor after an all-night hootenanny. “Are you gonna yell at me?” She couldn’t control the tremor in her voice.

“Later.” He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. The golden-brown depths that always held a hidden warmth seemed cold, like long-dead fire embers. “What the hell were you thinking?”

Here it comes. He wasn’t yelling, but somehow his low, furious voice was far more frightening.

“You didn’t give me much choice.” She wanted to say more, but exhaustion and a sore throat curbed her vicious tongue. For the first time in her life, she understood that she would be an utter ass to challenge him at the moment, so she didn’t.

“You could have been shot,” he said coldly. “My fence could have blown you apart.”

She tried not to respond but couldn’t help herself. “Thank you for pointing that out, Commander Obvious.” She snorted inelegantly. “I’m not an idiot. I never got close to any of your guards, and I didn’t touch your stupid fence.” She didn’t want to waste her energy defying him, but she wasn’t about to let him belittle her, either.

“How the hell did you think you were going to get away?” He looked pissed enough to shake her.

“Like I’d tell you anything.” The arrogant jerk didn’t think she could escape. Her anger surged. If she hadn’t broken her ankle, she’d be in one of his ships right now.

“You never would have gotten off the ground.”

It sounded like an insult, and her hackles rose even more.

“Would so.” Great. They were back to arguing like two-year-olds again.

“Not without your foot.” A smug smile lifted the edges of his seductive mouth.

Panic erupted. “You cut it off?” She struggled to sit up, but he held her down with one big hand to her chest.

“Of course not.” He looked offended. “Your foot is there, but trust me, you don’t want to see it.”

His ominous tone compelled her to struggle more violently. In the end, he pressed a button that lifted the head of her bed. Her mouth dropped open with horrified shock. “Oh-my-God.”

Held captive in a metal brace, partially covered in bloody gauze—lumpy, blue—her right foot looked like a misshapen eggplant in a chrome cage. It hurt just to look at it.

“Am I ever gonna walk again?” Tears filled her eyes. She blinked them back. How could she accomplish her mission with her foot like this?

“If you stay off it for two months.”

“Two months?” Her fight-or-flight instinct kicked in so strongly she shook from the surge of adrenaline.

He lowered the bed. “You have to keep your leg elevated. Once the swelling goes down, Doc Murphy will put your ankle in a cast, and you can hobble around on crutches.”

His gaze followed hers down to her bandaged hands. They were so thick with cotton and gauze, she couldn’t hold a gun, let alone a pair of crutches. Dragging herself around in the hardscrabble dirt had ripped the hell out of them. If not for the cushioning of drugs, they would probably sting like crazy.

“Well, after your hands heal, you can use a pair of crutches.”

Her belly lurched in fear. Never had she been so vulnerable. She couldn’t sit up, let alone fight. If ever Commander held the full power position, he did so now.

Filled with dark terror, she cast her gaze to his face. Drugs must have masked her senses, because glee didn’t fill his eyes but pity. She looked away. She would have rather seen triumph shining there.

“How long will it take for my hands to heal?” Unable to take flight or fight, she kept her growing shame at bay by sounding harsh and business like.

“I have a wheelchair—”

“How long?” she asked through gritted teeth.

“At least three weeks.”

The look he gave her oozed with so much pity, she felt slimed and had to hold back a scream of rage. “This just gets better and better.”

“It’s your own damn fault.”

“Yeah-huh.” She didn’t even bother to argue the obvious with him. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it none.” Her voice sounded bitter as raw juniper berries.

“You just don’t get it, do you?” His face turned red and his eyes compressed to slits. “You could be dead.”

“Maybe I’d be better off.”

“Don’t you ever say that again.” He loomed over her. His brown eyes blazed, echoing the color of his stubble, drawing her attention down to the V of his red silk shirt and then to his clinging black leather pants. Commander just couldn’t help but be so sexy he made her eyes water. Made her mouth water. Made her so hot and moist she damn near crossed her legs, not that she could with her busted foot.

Desperate to distract herself from her sexual thoughts, she bellowed, “I thought you weren’t going to yell at me?”

“I lied!” he yelled right to her face. He flinched back and scrubbed at his exhausted face with one hand. He lowered his voice to a seductive growl. “You have no choice. You are going to stay here even if I have to strap you down and put twenty guards on you, so get used to the idea.”

“You must be thrilled to high heaven.”

His uplifted eyebrows asked the question.

“You got me right where you want me.”

His eyebrows drew up farther as he peered down at her.

“Flat on my back and unable to run.” She glared at him with all the loathing she could muster.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and uttered an exhausted sigh. “Yes, you wily bandit. You finally unraveled the complicated knots of my nefarious scheme.” He lowered his hand to his side and pinned her with an intense gaze. “I’m so desperate to bed you that, after ignoring you for years, I captured you but let you escape, knowing you’d break your ankle, then I subjected you to five hours of delicate surgery so you’d be captive in a hospital bed. Yes, all this as part of my grand plan to jump your incapacitated bones.”

She giggled at how preposterous the situation sounded, but she couldn’t stop herself from antagonizing him. “Are we rewriting history here, Co-man-dur? Did you or did you not offer me a choice of bedding you or of sharing my secrets, all in the hopes of getting my freedom?”

“Mary,” he said through gritted teeth, “at the moment I’m not sure whether I want to strangle you or sleep with you.”

His tone made her consider the wisdom of pushing him further. “Well, we both know one thing for sure.”

“I’m probably going to regret this, but what’s that?”

“You would have bedded me, or taken my information, and then kept me here until you grew tired of me. Admit it. You have no intention of ever letting me leave.”

“You unbelievable, ungrateful—”

“Christ, you’re right! Where are my manners? Thank you ever so much for saving me. If you hadn’t, I’d have died a slow, horrible death and been shut of you. But no. Because of you, I’m alive and well, stuck in bed, unable to move, with a foot that won’t work for months. All this and so much more at your so generous mercy. Quick! Get your butt over here so I can kiss it with all the gratitude in my heart!”

The image she evoked with her words gave her a fit of the giggles the likes of which she’d never experienced. At the same time, she really wanted to cry, because, as much as she hated to admit the truth, she did owe him her life.

She knew the drugs were responsible for her confusion. Nothing else could make her stupid, loopy and silly as a kitten for a dangling string. If she didn’t stop laughing and crying, she was going to throw up.

Overwhelmed by churning emotions, powerful drugs, the lure of his wicked body, she thought nothing had gone right. Nothing ever went her way. Couldn’t she do anything competently?

“Mary, are you okay?” He leaned close. His voice simultaneously soothed, aroused and terrified her.

“No. I’m not okay. I’m sorry about your jacket. I’m—I feel—oh-my-God! I’m going to throw up.” And she did, right on Commander. There wasn’t much in her belly to come up, but the horrified look on his face made her laugh and cry hysterically.

“What the hell is wrong with her?” He ignored his ruined shirt as he leaned over her, smoothing the hair back from her feverish forehead as he used the pillowcase to wipe her face.

She couldn’t stop laughing, and she had no idea why he was suddenly referring to her in the third person. Lemon-sucking Mrs. Roth would be furious at such a breach. She burst into tears at the mere thought.

“Expect her to be a bit disoriented. She’s coming out of five hours of anesthesia with a significant dose of pain medication.”

Mary swiveled her gaze to her other side. A short man with a bullet-shaped bald head leaned over her opposite Commander. He flashed a light in her eyes, checked her with an “um” and a “hum” and a “tsk”, then he drew Commander aside.

She tried to eavesdrop, but some silly machine kept squawking an annoying blip. Tears fell out of the corners of her eyes, trickled down into her ears, and she laughed.

I’m insane!

A nurse, who looked liked an advert for the ideal grandma, in a blinding white uniform, wiped her tears away, cleaned up her face and the vomit. Mary watched as if she floated a million miles away.

As sleep pulled on her eyelids, her brain repeated in an endless litany, two months is too long. Two months is too long.


Chapter Nineteen

“What’s this?” Mary crossed her arms, glaring at the stack of brightly colored paper on the tray he put across her lap.

“Origami paper.”

She scowled at the paper, then up at him as he sat on the edge of her bed. He thought if he allowed her to convalesce in her bedroom rather than the hospital, her disposition would improve. It had, but not for long.

He’d always enjoyed the peach-and-hyacinth smell of this room, a room for all his conquests. But he never loved the scent of it until Mary stayed here. Forever after, he would think of this room as hers and never let anyone stay here but her.

More than a week had passed. Her leg, clad in a bright blue cast, allowed her limited mobility. Originally, the cast was bright fluorescent pink, but she pitched a fit—“pink because I’m a girl”—so he instructed Doc Murphy to make the cast any color she wanted. She chose blue. Getting her way improved her attitude, but again, not for long. She just found something else to complain about.

“You need to keep the bandages on.” Every time he put them on her hands, she bit them right back off. His last effort rested in tatters on the salmon wool carpet.

“No.” Her hands had a multitude of deep scratches covered with dark scabs, but she was so afraid of being vulnerable, she wouldn’t let him immobilize her hands.

Michael considered using duct tape to get his way but decided against such drastic action. Forcing her would only drive her to find another way to defy him, perhaps something worse. Besides, Doc Murphy said Mary healed at an aggressive pace. “She’s basically normal, but somewhere along her genetic line, someone tampered with a couple of genes to enhance her healing abilities.” Since the IWOG conducted most genetic experiments, Michael ordered his operatives to look into an IWOG connection to her mysterious birth parents.

No matter what he did, her disposition did not improve for long, even though he’d made every effort to make her recovery pleasant. He even gave her a simple brown cotton skirt and shirt to wear.

She insisted on having her own clothes, and he reminded her they were ruined. When she was adamant about wearing pants, he had to remind her they wouldn’t fit over her cast. He’d even let her try to put on a gi, but the pants just wouldn’t fit over the bulky cast. She’d worn the simple outfit but fidgeted at it constantly. He thought she did it more to show her displeasure than from any real discomfort.

He’d bent over backwards to keep her comfortable, keep her occupied, but she greeted all his efforts with verbal vinegar and salty scowls. She’d been so snarly and snappy he suggested to Doc Murphy that they might want to pump her full of feel-good drugs.

“I do believe they would make you feel better, not her,” Doc Murphy said with his professional doctor don’t-ask-me-to-compromise-my-values face. “All she needs now are antibiotics.”

Of course, she bitched about that as well. Doc Murphy wanted to place an implant under her skin to administer antibiotics and pain meds as needed, but she’d gone ballistic. Under no circumstances would she let them put a chip in her. Doc Murphy relented and gave her pills she could take on her own for the pain, but the antibiotics were best administered once a week with a high-velocity injector gun. She didn’t like that, either, probably since Michael himself held the injector.

“How do I know you won’t try to slip some whacko drug in there?” She shoved the gun away from her upper arm.

“Remember our truce?”

“No. I must have lost my memory along with my mobility.” She wriggled across the silky salmon cover of her bed.

“You will—” He cut himself off and lowered the gun. He couldn’t order her around. If push came to shove, he could strap her down and make her follow doctor’s orders, but that would only alienate her further.

“Here.” He tossed her the high-velocity injector. “Examine it.” He rolled up his sleeve. “Shoot it into my arm first, if you want.”

With a furtive yank, she grabbed the injector and inspected it with critical eyes. She pulled the canister out and read it fully. Looking at him from a lowered face, her long lashes casting a curtain across her intense gaze, she tossed the canister and gun to him.

“Go ahead.” She offered out her arm.

A small victory, but her miniscule show of trust eased a bit of the shame in his heart. He pressed the high-velocity injector to her arm, dosed her and tossed the gun on her bedside table.

She could use the crutches, but only with great difficulty because of her battered hands. He’d been carting her from place to place until she insisted she could take care of herself. He thought if he found a distraction, such as the origami paper, she might let up on everyone, especially herself.

“Mary, please. I’m just trying to find something to keep you busy.” He nodded to the tray of garishly bright paper and didn’t add that he also wanted to keep her out of trouble. Broken ankle or no, she posed a threat he would be a fool to ignore.

“Great. Hand me that pair of crutches.”

“Only for the bathroom. Doc Murphy said you’re just not ready for more than that.”

“Murphy said, Murphy said,” she mocked his tone. “Screw him. What does he know?”

“As far as your health goes, a lot more than you.” Doc Murphy was one the best and brightest surgeons in the whole of the Void, but even his stellar bedside manner became raw after five minutes with Mary. Michael was the only person who could get near her without wanting to strangle her, and he couldn’t honestly say there weren’t times when he didn’t feel the same way. But he understood her moods. He understood that she tried to drive him away with her vicious mouth.

She expected him to abandon her like everyone else. When he didn’t, she tried even harder to make him. He refused. The nastier she got, the closer he came. When she realized her plan backfired, she didn’t know what to do.

A pistol to the face wouldn’t make her express gratitude to him, because if she did, she would feel obligated. Accepting his help terrified her. Kindness and trust and all things dark and dangerous. Suspicious by nature, Mary became almost epic in her snarling distrust in an effort to drive him away.

“I’m sick to death of sitting in bed. My butt is getting numb. My whole body feels filthy because you won’t let me take a shower and I hate baths. It’s hard to dangle my leg over the side of your ridiculously big tub.” She shot him a furious scowl.

Before he could offer a solution, she went on. “I don’t like wearing this stupid skirt. Let me have a gi. I can make the pants fit over my cast if I cut the leg.”

As he opened his mouth, she continued, “I don’t want to make origami and don’t you dare give me another book. I’ve read so many books, my eyes are going to explode.”

Her tirade went on and on. He just listened, reminding himself that she wasn’t angry with him but at herself for needing help.

Her breath came in furious gasps. “I want to get up, and—well—you can’t expect—” She’d worked herself up to such a frenzy she could barely speak. “I want to go home.” Covering her face with her battered hands, Mary bent forward, heaving with the strength of her racking sobs. His heart broke to see her so frustrated.

“I know you do.” He moved the tray aside and pulled her into his arms, sliding his body and hers together in the salmon silk. Kissing the top of her head, he murmured, “I know you do.”

“Why don’t you run away from me?” She curled to his side. “Everyone else wants to abandon me within five minutes, but not you.” She sniffed. “Nash, Duster, your doctor—I chased them off. Are you some kind of abuse junkie?”

“No. I just understand why you’re acting the way you are.”

“Yeah-huh?” She sounded dubious.

“Indeed. Three years ago I broke my leg.” He smiled down at her. “If you think you’re snarly, you should have seen me.”

“You couldn’t get out of bed?” She wriggled restlessly against him, and he helped her get more comfortable by propping the pillows behind her back and under her leg, then he snuggled beside her.

“Not for a long time.” He kissed the top of her head, marveling at the feel of her silky hair against his lips. “You and I have a lot more in common than you think. I didn’t like sitting still any more than you do, and I hated having to rely on other people.”

“I’ve never been sick a day in my life.”

“I can believe it.” He stroked her hair. “What germ would want to hang out with you all day?” She laughed, and he cupped her head. “You have the softest hair. It’s like—”

“A baby’s butt.”

He tilted her face up. “What?”

“That’s what my adopted mother Joan used to say, that I had hair as soft as a baby’s butt. She didn’t mean it mean,” Mary hastened to reassure him.

“I’m sure she didn’t. However, I was thinking more of Dardinian silk.” He trailed his fingers through her hair, brushing chestnut strands away from her face.

Mary blushed but didn’t look away. She found accepting compliments difficult because she questioned the sincerity behind them. Given her history, he couldn’t blame her.

He gazed down into her face for a long time. Mary, Mary, quite contrary. That swirling of floral citrus overwhelmed him until he couldn’t stand the torment anymore. He lowered his head and kissed her. A soft pressure at first, nibbling and slow, she tasted like a rare, rich blood orange. All sweet juice and tender flesh.

She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him tight, deepening the contact by opening her mouth and body to him. She growled as she pulled him close. Like in the dojo, the kiss went wild, fierce. His heart pounded as she kissed him with aggressive passion. He tried to be gentle in light of her broken foot, but she made urgent, hungry sounds into his mouth as she pulled his body atop hers by maneuvering his weight with the silk bedcover. Her insistent strength amazed him.

Michael helped her angle his body atop hers, ever careful of her cast-bound leg. She plunged her tongue into his mouth as her hips rose up in a swift thrust, pressing his erection tightly between them. He almost came in his pants.

“Slow down.” He lifted himself on his elbows, trying to think, to reason. A faint voice in the back of his head reminded him that he’d sworn to Duster he wouldn’t hurt her. Almost in the same breath came the realization that Duster wasn’t here.

“I don’t want it slow.” She slid her hand down his silk-covered chest to his leather-clad erection. Palming him, she lifted her hand to his button fly, grasped it and pulled. The first two rivet-buttons popped apart, but the rest held fast. Hissing a low, guttural stream of sexy profanity, she yanked at his fly with growing frustration.

Groaning, inflamed, he pushed the thin cotton of her shirt up to stroke her small, perfect breasts. Dark coffee-colored nipples tightened below the soft twisting of his fingers. The taste of her hardened him further and his now full erection made opening his fly impossible. He captured her hands and pulled them away.

She writhed, moving against him, her breath hot and fast against his neck. He slid his hand beneath her skirt and up her thighs. He wanted to tug away her panties—she didn’t have any on, and he knew why. If she couldn’t fit pants over her cast, how could she fit panties? Shocked by his discovery, he nonetheless made the most of the opportunity.

He slid his fingers against her. Entranced by the rise and fall of her hips, the luscious scent of pleasure and need emanating from her, he teased and tormented until she uttered wild animal grunts of frustration.

Her hand fumbled at his fly again, but he moved away. “No.”

“Huh?” She opened her eyes, seemed to suddenly realize what was happening, and tried to push his hands away as she lowered her skirt. “Stop. I can’t—”

“It won’t go any further than this. Let me please you. I swear, only this.” He leaned down to nuzzle her lips, distracting her while he explored the soft heat between her thighs. “Open to me.”

She sighed as she allowed him better access, her protest forgotten as desire took over. He knew she had not climaxed since she’d been in his home, as he could smell her need for release. He traced his finger up to her clit with a light stroke.

“Don’t tease me.”

Her aggressive insistence excited him. Concentrating on a quick, hard, rhythmic stroke with his thumb, he covered her mouth with his own.

Moving with his hand, she whimpered hungrily against his mouth. Her scent conveyed her longing for penetration. As his thumb grew more insistent, his fingers slid into the splendor of her lust-spread legs but made no effort to fill the passage between.

“Please, please,” she moaned.

Pulling back, he whispered, “Look at me. I want to watch your beautiful face.” He readied his fingers to thrust her to climax with the beat of his thumb, but she shook her head and placed her hands over her head in surrender.

Her eyes shut tight and her entire body trembled. When she cried out, he slanted his mouth over hers and drowned out part of her moan as he danced his strong hand between her legs. He palmed her and rocked her, kissing her as he reveled in the scent of her orgasm. Honey-slick spice.

Her hips bucked, her body begging for penetration that he held back with a teasing seduction. She climaxed again and again against his palm. Never in all his experiences had he known a reaction so primal.

The scent of her orgasm, floral citrus, verdant earth, smoky and sharp—the most intoxicating perfume he’d ever known—made his mouth water. He slid down her body, hungry for a taste of her tender flesh.

Her hot, slick thighs parted for him, and he pushed the cotton skirt farther up her belly, enjoying the tickle of her pubic hair against his chin as he moved closer to the feast he anticipated.

Her hands, clenched tightly against his head, stopped him short of his goal. He looked up into her wide, frightened eyes as the scent of her pleasure changed to fear.

“I’ll tell you, okay?”

He frowned up at her.

“I’ll tell you why, and then you let me go, okay?” Curling her legs together, pushing down her skirt, she blurted, “Weapons.” She pulled farther away from him, trembling. “There. I liberated your goods to buy weapons. You have to let me go now, since that was the deal.”

His head spun. She’d just yanked him on another screeching turn. Fear, base and dark as turned earth, pushed aside that compelling aroma of edible pleasure.

“Weapons?” He’d expected anything but that.

“Yeah-huh. Satisfied?” She looked away, red suffusing her face. “You have to let me go, since I told you the reason.”

She tried to wriggle out of bed, but he pulled her back.

Weapons would have been his last guess, and weapons on that scale? Who was she planning to…oh, no. “Killing everyone isn’t going to solve your problem.” He had to talk her out of seeking revenge on the people who’d abused her.

“I don’t want to kill everyone, just those f’idiots who—”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“What do you mean you can’t let me?” She glared up at him. “It’s none of your damned business, you arrogant bastard. Get off me!”

Despite the cast, and her still smarting hands, she struggled with him. She didn’t strike out directly, as she still feared the inert Baka bracelet, but she attempted to twist her way out of his grasp.

He pinned her wrists to the bed and used his body to hold her. “There is no way I’m going to let you arm yourself to go home and kill the folks who tormented you.”

“What are you talking about?” After a long moment, understanding rushed into her face, and her eyes widened. “You think I want to kill everyone in Pine Glenn?”

When she burst out laughing, he let go of her and sat up.

“You think killing those people who, yes, sorely deserve some kind of punishment for tormenting you is funny?”

“No, you’re funny. What kind of total freak do you think I am?” Mary snickered as she sat up. “Kill everyone. You got it bassakwards, Co-man-dur. I don’t want to kill them. Yeah, some of them richly deserve it, but no, I don’t want to kill them.”

“Then what do you need weapons for?”

“To save them.” She said it as if it were obvious to even the thickest dunderhead.

Perplexed, he sat even farther back. “Save them from what?”

She scowled at the far wall and crossed her arms over her chest. He despised that look of determined defiance on her face. Why did she have to make everything a battle royal? He calmly repeated his question. “Save them from what?”

She flashed him a quick glance and looked back at the wall. “You said if I told you why I liberated your goods, you’d let me go. I told you why: weapons. Now, you let me go.”

When she tried to slip off the bed, he pinned her down again. “Answer my question.”

She squirmed below him. Much smaller than he, she still had a compact, surprising strength. Only her cast-bound foot, injured hands and the false threat of Baka held her in check, but that didn’t hamper her much.

“I answered you. Now get off me, you big—”

“You call me one more vile name, and I promise, I’ll wash your mouth out with soap.” He wasn’t sure what frustrated him more, his thwarted sexual needs or her ever-defiant attitude.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

She barely hesitated. “You f’idiot.”

He leapt off her and strode to the bathroom. When he came out with one of the decorative, rose-shaped soaps in his hand, she had made her way across the bed and tried to get the crutches under her arms. He rounded the bed, took them away and pushed her back onto the mattress.

“You bastard!” She crawled away, but he pinned her and sat across her hips. “You put that soap anywhere near my mouth, and I’ll bite your damn hand off!”

“Really?” He leaned close. “What if I do this?” He kissed her. At first, she refused to kiss him back. Below his lips, all he felt was her scowl. But then, with a groan of surrender, she opened her mouth to him, and he tossed the soap aside. After a thorough kissing, he leaned back. “Now, answer my question.”

“I did.”

“You haven’t answered the entirety of why.” He kept his voice low. “Why do you want to save the very people who have tormented you your whole life?” Even with a million years, he’d never understand this compelling, infuriating woman.

“Because I have a hero complex. I think I’m Robin Hood and Overlord all rolled up into one. Chalk it up to delusions of grandeur.” She began to struggle in earnest, shoving at his shoulders. “Get off me.”

He pressed her to the bed with the full strength of his body as he pinned her hands beside her head. Silk offered her little traction but caused a lot of friction between his body and hers. Distracting as hell. If she didn’t stop, he would have to take another cold shower in the locker-room.

“What do you need to save them from?” Sexual frustration, combined with blatant curiosity, made his voice desperate, almost strident.

“If I tell you, will you help me?” Her velvet-brown eyes looked up at him with guarded hope.

Mercifully, she stopped wriggling, allowing him to regain some of his equanimity. “I might.”

She scowled and considered, debating the options in her own mind for a very long time. She finally met his gaze. “An IWOG invasion.”

His jaw dropped. Then, despite his best efforts, despite knowing it would hurt her feelings, he climbed off her and did the one thing he might never be able to come back from.

He laughed at Mary.


Chapter Twenty

Mary settled into her peach silk bed. What had she expected? Of course he laughed. Who wouldn’t? Remarkably Average Mary tries to save her world from an IWOG civilization attempt. Ludicrous. Even more so when she had a broken foot to contend with. Who was she kidding? Even with both feet, the deadliest weapons strapped to her body and a huge army behind her, just the idea would send people into gales of hysterics.

Commander stifled himself. “Oh, Mary, I’m sorry.”

He reached for her, but she moved away. “Don’t stop on my account. Have yourself a good, jolly laugh while you can, because some day, they’ll come for your world too.” She tried to slip off the bed.

“Where do you think you’re going?” He gripped her upper arm, making it damn clear he could keep her here if he wanted.

“Anywhere you’re not. Let me go.” She tried to wrench her arm out of his grasp but couldn’t free herself.

“I wasn’t laughing at you.” He sounded sincere, but his mirth still hurt. Every time she came close to trusting him, he did something to drive her away.

“Well, you certainly weren’t laughing with me, because I wasn’t laughing.” She tried to pry his fingers off her arm, but her injured hands hampered her efforts, and she winced back.

He must have noticed, because he let go. “I wasn’t laughing at you, but at the idea of the IWOG invading Taiga.” Rolling away from her, he sat up, cross-legged, on her bed.

“Why is that funny?”

“Because Taiga is worthless.”

Hurt, then angry, she wanted to slap him. “Not to me.”

“I mean money-wise.”

His absolute conviction shocked her silent.

“Mary, look, Taiga is a lumber planet. No heavy metals. No other valuable resources. Civilizing the planet would cost more than they could ever extract from it. Nothing moves those bastards more than the bottom line, and Taiga simply isn’t worth the effort.”

What he said made sense but conflicted with everything she’d believed in for the last five years. “Then why are they always sniffing around? If you’re so all-fire-smart, explain that.”

His expression grew grim and his dark brows drew down into a hard V. “Define sniffing around.”

At least he wasn’t laughing anymore. Maybe she could convince him to let her go, or even better, convince him to help her. With his money and power…if Commander stood ready to fight the IWOG, nobody would laugh at him.

“IWOG officers show up unannounced at the courthouse all the time, scaring the crap out of Emmet. They march around as if they own the place. They glare at everyone like we’re something nasty they’re afraid to step in.”

Commander frowned as he considered her across the bed. “I can’t even think of a reason for them to go there.”

She found his bewildered tone insulting. “Whether you think I can fight them off or not, I think they’re coming, and I will do everything in my power to stop them.” She hated most of the folks of Pine Glenn for the nasty way they treated her, but she still didn’t want IWOG scum taking over her home world, worthless as Taiga might seem to an outsider.

His gaze touched and probed, feather light, as if he could determine her truthfulness. When he leaned close, sniffing her, she pulled away. Commander’s dark brows lowered farther.

“Have you been stealing my goods and turning them over to Emmet so he can buy weapons? Is he the one who convinced you the IWOG invasion is imminent?”

“Sonofabitch.” He’d nailed it dead on. He knew everything because of her big stupid mouth, and now he would use the information like a blade twisted in her belly. “I knew you wouldn’t help.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. Her breasts still felt the touch of his hands, the press of his lips. Much lower, he’d assuaged her painful ache with his skilled strokes. She’d almost screamed when he’d finally done what she hadn’t dared to do—release her tension. But by subduing her body, he’d left her vulnerable, then he’d picked her brain clean.

“You’re just pumping me for information to satisfy your curiosity.”

“I’m trying to help.” He lifted his hands as if to touch her but settled them in his lap. “You’ve got to trust me.”

She didn’t dare look at him. Like a hypnotizing snake, his eyes would lure her farther into the seduction trap. She knew her mission to save Taiga didn’t mean anything to him.

“Trust you? I broke my foot, not my brain.” She pointed to her cast-bound foot. “I trusted you so much, I ended up with that.” Incredulous, she finally met his gaze. “Give me one good reason why I should trust you.”

“Because I’m probably the only hope you have.”

“Hope for what?” She propped her leg on the pillows. “To be jerked around some more? Thank you, but no. I get enough of that from my own people.”

“That report I had—”

“Was a pack of lies.” She cut him off. “And I’m not going to believe you now any more than I did then.” She sat up in a pathetic bid to get close to a defensive posture. Ten pounds of plaster more than hampered her movements.

“I think you will.” He cleared his throat. “The report was mostly blank.”

Her mouth dropped open. “So you admit you were jerking me around.” Vindicated, she sat up with a triumphant air. “I knew it!” Her gaze bored into his. “I should have dumped that hot coffee right in your lap.”

“You don’t need any help getting my lap hot.” He flashed her a suggestive wink. Before she could blast him with a nasty retort, he lifted his hand. “I’m trying to be honest with you, okay? Yes, I lied about the report. I had a mostly blank piece of paper that pushed your hot button, so I used it. I’m sorry.” He had the grace to look ashamed. “I knew you wouldn’t tell me anything willingly, so I thought—”

“You’d jerk me around.” She balled her hands into fists, then winced when she dug her nails into her wounded palms.

“I made a mistake.” His tone sharpened. “I’m trying to tell you that and apologize, but you’re making this impossible. Just shut up for once and listen to me.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “Let me lay things out.”

She nodded, willing to listen, cast-bound as she was to her own bed. Every time she tried to get away from him, he just pinned her down. Cringing internally, she realized how much she liked being pressed down by him.

“I’m a very rich man. I can pay for information well beyond the limit that prohibits most. I have operatives throughout the whole of the Void. IWOG, WAG, Fringe—I’m everywhere.”

“You and your stupid money deal again.” Disappointment filled her, and she turned away.

“I’m not bragging.” With one gentle touch of his finger to her chin, he compelled her to meet his gaze. “Even with all my resources, I couldn’t track anything on your birth parents.”

She frowned and fiddled with her pillows. He seemed genuinely baffled by his inability to procure the answers he wanted. “So? You hit the same wall I did. Big deal.”

“You’re not grasping this. You hit a wall because your resources are limited by time and money, correct?”

She nodded reluctantly.

“I don’t have that problem. My time is one thing, but I can buy time. I can buy people to make their time mine, and I spent a fortune, but nobody had any information on your real parents.”

“You’ve only been looking for what, two weeks?”

“Thirteen days. I found out the morning after you arrived it was a sore spot with you. I’ve been looking ever since.”

She wondered why he cared. Maybe he just wanted to know so he could use the information against her.

He nodded as if he followed her thoughts. “Yes, I wanted to use the information about your parents to get more information from you, but I wouldn’t have lied about what I found. Thirteen days. Hundreds of man-hours. Nada. Zip. Nothing.” He shook his head. “I’m not exaggerating when I say I’ve done more in thirteen days than you’ve done in thirteen years, but the end result is the same. Cipher.”

“So nobody knows.” Another piece of her heart shattered. If he couldn’t find something with all his resources, what chance did she have of unraveling the truth?

“No. That means someone knows. Someone who doesn’t want anyone else to know.” His mouth was a grim slash.

“You make it sound like I’m some horrible secret.”

“Maybe you are.”

His comment hurt, and tears threatened, but she forced them back by gritting her teeth.

He touched her shoulder. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

She shoved his hand off. “Yes, you did.”

“What I meant was your parents expended a tremendous amount of time and money in an effort to keep themselves hidden. There has to be a reason.” He stroked the back of her hand. “I promise to find out everything I can.”

The sincerity in his voice and his eyes compelled her to lean closer to him. When he cupped her chin and kissed her, she melted into him with a sigh.

He groaned when he pulled away. “There’s something else that I think you should know.”

“What?” She was almost afraid of the answer.

“Remember that test list, the one the villagers used to pin your nickname on you?”

“It’s a joke.” The defense sprang automatically to her lips.

“One sick joke to play on a seven-year-old girl.” He looked like he took the nickname personally, but she had no idea why.

“It wasn’t played on me. Some proud parent posted the list at the tavern to brag about his son. My part came after by mistake.” She told the tale by rote, as if truth, even though she’d heard other renditions.

She hated her nickname and remembered the first day Jennifer Newsome said it. She remembered running home in tears after the entire class chanted the name when she walked in for the fifth day of grammar school. The nickname stuck. Even she couldn’t help but refer to herself as Remarkably Average Mary.

School became a nightmare, a living horror where she ignored everyone, teachers included. She purposely did poorly on tests, because she refused to participate in anything connected to school. Forbidden books became her salvation. Emmet became the only person she could trust.

“In the end, the joke is on them.”

She braced herself for the punch line.

“You are anything but average.”

His words floored her. He’d said the same thing on their picnic, but this time, she believed he felt that way. The thudding of her heart filled her ears. Maybe she could trust Commander. Every bit of her wanted to.

With a pained expression on his face, he winced when he said, “Emmet is the one who posted that list in the local tavern.”

“He did not!” She leapt from the bed in a tangle of silk bedclothes. To think she’d drawn close to trusting him! Forgetting about her cast, she took two steps before plaster crippled her proud stalk. Her arms shot out and windmilled as she lost her balance, hit the edge of the bed, then slid off to the wool-carpeted floor. Landing hard on her fanny, she spewed vulgarities at the top of her lungs.

He rushed over and attempted to pick her up. The smell of his citrus and pine annoyed her, and she pushed him away.

“Stay away from me, you liar. I’ve heard them say that. I don’t believe it. Emmet loves me. He would never hurt me like that.” Commander tried to make her doubt the one person who’d raised her and loved her through it all. Emmet, the only person she trusted in the whole of the Void.

“Mary, look, I don’t know why Emmet has done the things he’s done, but they add up to a man who’s hiding something.” Commander crouched beside her, keeping his hands to himself. “A man who seems to want to protect you yet torment you in the same measure. How the IWOG fits into all this, I haven’t a clue, but I’ll do my best to find out.”

Against her snarling protests, Commander picked her up and placed her carefully back in bed.

“Just get out, Co-man-dur. Take your unlimited resources and go use them to screw yourself.”

He looked down at her as she arranged herself in the thoroughly despised bed. He attempted to help her prop the pillows below her cast, but she slapped his hands away.

“There’s one thing I haven’t tried.”

“What’s that?” She was certain she didn’t want to know.

“I could have your DNA profiled and run it through databases to see if we find anything.”

“Who keeps DNA profiles?”

“IWOG. At birth, consumers are registered, profiled and placed in a database with the time, date and place of birth.”

Mary took a moment to imagine the possibilities. “But there has to be billions of profiles.”

“Trillions.”

“One of my parents would have had to have been an IWOG consumer. What are the odds?”

“Pretty good, I’d say. Doc Murphy found evidence of genetic tampering in your DNA.”

The news that she might be part IWOG shocked her. How could she have come from the very people she despised with all her heart? The enormity of the information was too much to take in, so she turned her mind to practical matters. Profiling would cost him a fortune. He didn’t seem to care one whit about that. Such a search would also take a long—enlightenment hit.

“Oh, I get it. You tell me you’re looking and I stick around waiting for the results.”

His jaw dropped. “You are the most suspicious person I have ever met. I am trying to help you.”

“Yeah-huh. And what will we do while we wait?” She paused for effect. “No, no. Let me guess.” Her gaze wandered to his groin, where a still rather prominent bulge pressed against his leather pants. “I knew you wouldn’t let me go. I’m just a stupid game to you. Well, you got a handful of goodies and the information you wanted, so what’s next? Oh, yeah, right.” She flopped back on the bed, her limbs splayed out. “Go ahead.”

“Go ahead and what?”

“Fuck me. That’s the last part of the game, isn’t it?”

He winced as if she’d struck him.

“What’s wrong? Don’t you want me if I make it easy for you? Do you like to feel like you’ve worked for it, earned it?” She lifted her head and glared at him. “How about I scream and try to get away, just like you’ve heard?”

After a long pause, his face split into a teeth-baring grimace. Fury etched lines into his face and his whole body tightened, as if he would pounce. She feared she’d finally pushed him over the edge.

“You are playing with fire.” His voice had a low, seductive menace. “Keep it up, and you’ll get burned.”

“Yeah-huh? Then torch me to cinders.” She was proud of how steady her voice sounded when her heart pounded loud enough to deafen her. “Do whatever you have to do, then leave me alone.”

“Indeed. How easy for you to leave everything up to me. Then you can sit back, boo-hoo and say I forced you. Variation on a theme, isn’t it? The devil made you do it.” His golden-brown eyes twinkled. “Truth of the matter is, you want me inside you so badly, you burn with need. Problem is, you don’t want to take any responsibility for getting me there.”

What kind of signals was she sending off? He read her like a freaking map, but she would never admit the truth. “That’s absurd.”

“No. That’s cowardice.” He glared down into her face. “I never would have guessed in a thousand years, but you’re a coward. Is this your standard MO for all your lovers?”

God only knew what he’d heard about her sexual escapades. From the way he spoke, she figured he’d heard about the football team. Probably heard she initiated and loved every second of the locker-room high jinks, even though she begged the boys to stop.

“Yeah-huh, this is what I do to every guy. I get them to do all the work and I just sit back and cry.” Let the f’idiot think what he wanted. His opinion didn’t matter when she knew the truth.

“Believe me, if I took you up on your offer, the only crying you’d be doing is with ecstasy.” Commander tucked in his shirt and buttoned up his pants.

“My, my, aren’t you impressed with yourself?” She sneered. “I can’t believe me, you and your flaming arrogance can all fit in the same room.”

“My, my, aren’t you forgetting what just happened here?” His intense gaze went from his hand, to her hips, to her face.

“That?” She shrugged as if she had a hand up her skirt several times a day. “I can do that to myself, thank you very much.” Had she, she never would have had such a cataclysmic reaction to him. As if they sparred in the dojo, he changed tactics with alarming speed.

“Do you know what you do to me?” He grabbed her hand and held her palm against his throbbing erection. “That’s what you do to me. You make me so hard I hurt.” Despite her resistance, he forced her to stroke along the length of him. Groaning, leaning back slightly with his eyes closed to half-mast, he took her hand up and down several times. “Your touch only makes me harder.” His eyes snapped open. “What I need is a soft, wet, welcoming place. You have exactly what I need.” He took a deep breath and groaned again. “I can smell the paradise between your thighs.”

“Help yourself.” She opened her legs a bit wider, daring him, a part of her wanting him to take her up on her bold offer.

“I don’t think so.” He shook his head. “Maybe I’ll make you beg me. That should make me different from all the others.”

Obviously, he’d not only heard the tales but also believed them. She was profoundly disappointed.

“The only thing I’m likely to beg you for is a gun to put me out of my misery.” It took her a moment to realize she was still stroking him, no force needed.

“Suicide?” He grinned. “You are a coward.”

“Murder.” She smirked. “I’m not a coward.”

“So, now you want to kill me.” His eyebrows shot up.

“The thought has crossed my mind.” She yanked her hand away from the pleasure of touching him.

“I wasn’t holding your hand there. You were.”

“Yeah, well,” she said, fighting down a blush, “maybe I want to drive you insane before I kill you.”

“Maybe you want me.”

His confidence annoyed her. “Maybe I’m just a tease.”

“Granted.” With a wink and a grin, he adjusted the prominent bulge in his black leather pants. “Teasing can be a two-way street.”

“I thought information could be too.” She felt he’d stripped her of many layers that protected her heart and soul. There wasn’t a person in the Void who knew more about her than Commander did, and she didn’t even know his real name.

“Information. Do you want to chat more?” He plopped down right next to her on the bed and took her face in his hands. “What do you want to know?”

“Your name.” It came out like a prayer, breathless and soft.

One edge of his mouth lifted as he cocked a brow. “So you can scream it out? I’d like that.” His hand settled on her knee. “I’d love to hear you screaming my name in the throes of passion.”

She gripped his wrist to keep him from sliding his hand up her skirt. “I want your name so I can damn you to hell.”

“Really?” Using his other hand, he traced her ear, her neck and then cupped her chin. His simple touch shook her body more profoundly than what he’d done earlier between her greedy thighs. “You have to get better at compelling me.” His breath tickled her face. “Why would I tell you my name just so you could damn me to hell?”

She sat up and forced her voice to come out steady. “Because you don’t believe in hell. What harm could there be in telling me your name?”


Chapter Twenty-One

I could lose everything in one breath of truth.

The thought hit him like a blow to the face. Michael pulled back from Mary and climbed off her bed. “You’d only abuse my name.”

Confusion swept her face. “You don’t like it much when I call you Co-man-dur, do you?” She shook her head. “I don’t like it much when people call me Remarkably Average Mary.”

“I called you that. Once.” If he could, he’d snatch back that one time, knowing now how much the nickname hurt her.

“In your office, when you had me fully bound.” Her gaze locked on his. “You unshackled me, then forced me to yield.”

“Not true.” No way would he let her slip out of this. “I offered a fight, which you accepted. Despite cheating, you lost. I forced you to yield because you wanted to fight for control.”

“Control?” She laughed. “No. You offered a fight for information or freedom.”

“You didn’t have to accept.”

“What else could I do?” She shot him a look of pure fury. “Had I not accepted, I’d be branded a coward. Had I accepted formally, I’d be deemed an idiot.” She shook her head dismissively. “Either way, I come off as a total ass when I had no choice but to try to secure you as a hostage by cheating.”

He realized the truth of her statement. In her battered boots, he would have made the same choice.

“In the dojo, you made it abundantly clear that to fight you physically would be a total waste of my time.” Her voice had a hurt and bitter edge. “You didn’t have to grind the truth in my face. I already knew.”

He settled himself at the foot of her bed and took a moment to gather his thoughts. He drew a deep breath but stopped when the scent of the room—peaches and hyacinth—mixed with the lovely aroma of her still lingering orgasm, made him so hard he had to stand back up. Pacing, he tried to expel the energy coiled in the pit of his belly. Her gaze followed him.

“I’ll level with you, Mary. Had you focused, your sudden attack in my office could have killed me. Had the heel of your hand actually hit my solar plexus, I wouldn’t have been able to breathe, let alone move, but you missed. By a damn inch, you missed. Your exhaustion allowed me to escape unscathed from underestimating you.”

“I never aimed to kill you. I just wanted to get away.”

“You would have killed me to get away.” He remembered the scent of determination she exuded in his office. “Don’t lie.”

“Yes.” Her face tightened with resolve. “I would have killed everyone in that room to get away.”

“You’d kill me now.”

“Yes.” She didn’t even hesitate, but dropped her gaze. “I don’t want to kill you, but if I had to, I would.”

He didn’t say anything until she glanced up.

“That is why I won’t remove the bracelet.” He felt a brief flash of guilt that he allowed her to continue to think the plastimetal was full of Baka when he’d filled it with Vergessen, a strong sedative. Then he remembered Duster’s admonition not to underestimate her again.

She looked at her wrist, as if for the first time, and her eyes startled. Fear ran her floral scent dark. “You haven’t underestimated me, but I’m beginning to think I may have underestimated you.”

It was as if she’d read his thoughts and spoken them aloud. “I don’t think you have.”

“Funny.”

“What?” He moved away, unable to bear her luscious scent anymore. He wanted everything out in the open, but he also wanted to leap on the bed and lose himself in her. When they touched, nothing else mattered.

“You said you smelled fear and desire on me.” She tilted her chin. “I’m not a reader, but I find the same from you.”

He suspected she was a reader, an intuitive. “I won’t argue with the desire, but there is no fear in me.”

“I may not smell fear, like you do, but I can feel fear.” She dropped her gaze to his lap. With an arched brow, she smiled up at him. “In the bedroom you are a god, and you know it. Accolades or, rather, dresses from hundreds of women have been tossed at your feet.” She nodded to the overflowing closets. “Seducing me brings you nothing you haven’t had. Keeping me prisoner is nothing but a way to torment me. You could do anything to me, and we both know it, but something holds you back. I think it’s fear.”

Her sharp analysis convinced him Mary was an intuitive. As he read her scent, she read the very feel of him.

Having sensed his weak spot, she dug further. “You fear me, yet I don’t know why. Why don’t you tell me why?”

Fear did run through him for reasons he wouldn’t admit at gunpoint. Love frightened the hell out of him. People in love did crazy things. Kraft had killed herself for love. Michael feared loving Mary would force him to give up part of himself and trust someone who could hurt him. And the pain of not knowing if she felt the same immobilized him. He could read her scent, but all he found was the same heady mix of fear and desire, not love.

He did his best to toss off with a casual air, “You’re so good at this game, why don’t you tell me?”

“I would if I could, but I can’t. So where does that leave us?”

His wrist com gave three short beeps.

“Saved by the bell.” She settled herself against her pillows, probably unaware of how distracting he found her sprawled position. When she gave him a pointed wink, he realized she knew exactly how he felt.

He opened up the channel with a tense, “What?”

“Is Mary with you?” Duster asked.

“Yes.”

“Jones figured out how she sabotaged the bracelet.”

“How?” Michael watched her eyes widen as she cast a guilty glance toward the vanity across the room.

“She covered the plastimetal with plastimirror.”

“What? How could something so simple, so common—” He glanced at the vanity, then back to Mary. A self-satisfied smirk graced her lovely face. “Tell Jones to fix this mess. And do not let this information go beyond R and D.” Michael cut communication, walked over and began checking everything on the vanity for plastimirror.

“You won’t find any more there.” Her voice held a lilting challenge. “I already got it all.”

Michael whirled around. “How did you know it would work?”

“I didn’t.” She shrugged. “Good guess, though, huh?”

“You—you—”

“I believe the phrase you’re searching for is wily bandit.” With a cocky smile, she breathed on her nails, then rubbed them briskly across her chest.

“No. The phrase I’m looking for is lockdown.” He strode over, plucked her off the bed and tossed her over his shoulder despite her protests.

“What are you doing? Put me down!” She started swinging her fists and feet, bellowing a creative blast of multilingual expletives. He counted a combination of thirteen languages as he strode from her bedroom. With one strong arm, he pressed her legs against his chest so she couldn’t get any leverage. Instead, she paddled his back and ass with her fists, cursing with every step he took. In a strange way, her pounding fists felt good, like a deep massage.

He carried her from the main part of House, past his office, to the detention cells. The two guards on duty snapped to attention and scrambled to open one of the prison doors. He plunked her on the bed and backed out of the cell.

“Detain her.”

Nodding, the two guards closed the door on her screaming protests. Pressed against the soundproof glass, she immediately became a red-faced mute. Her pounding fists didn’t even shake the six-inch-thick walls, but she stopped when she further hurt her injured hands.

Michael stood, arms crossed, and waited until she stopped shrieking. It took a full five minutes for her to run herself dry of verbal insults. Glaring, she hobbled over to the narrow cot and threw herself down.

He hit the com button. “You are going to stay—”

“You bastard! When I get out of—”

He cut the com off.

Soundless, she hurled insults, but all he could hear was the trip-hammering of his own heart. She finally realized he couldn’t hear her and stopped.

He tried again. “You are going to stay—”

“F’idiot! I swear, when I get out of—”

He cut the com off. Realizing the futility of trying to talk to her right now, he turned to the guards. “If she asks for anything, you ask me first.”

They nodded in unison. “Yes, Commander.”

“Don’t give her anything, and I mean anything, even if she asks for a kitten.”

After a pause, one of the guards asked, “What could she do with a kitten?”

“I don’t even want to speculate.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Believe me, that woman is the most dangerous criminal I’ve ever encountered in my life.” He strode off, issuing commands into his wrist com.





Mary looked around her glass prison. It had a cot, toilet, and nothing else. The air reeked of antiseptic. If she thought getting out of House was difficult, getting out of lockdown seemed impossible.

She should have listened to what Commander had to say but just couldn’t get her mouth to obey her brain. Once he left, the two guards cast fearful, perplexed glances her way. What in the Void had Commander told them to make them look at her like that?

“What’s your name?” She knew they couldn’t hear her, but she hoped they might turn on the com. They only looked at her with a bizarre mix of fear, curiosity and disbelief. She glared at them until they shuffled away.

“Crap. What am I gonna do now?”

She searched the edges of her see-through glass prison. Even with a jackhammer, she couldn’t dig her way through the durosteel floor or the thick walls. She looked up.

“Holy…” She whistled appreciatively. A glass ceiling with vents for air, wires for the com and, after another twenty feet of glass-encased space above her, a plate of durosteel loomed.

With the right explosives, she could blow a hole in the structure, but only if she wanted to die in the process. Before she could annihilate herself, she’d have to render the two guards blind, since they could observe everything she did.

“If I thought I was screwed before, I didn’t get nothing yet.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Michael had House stripped of plastimirror.

After dismissing his men, he retrieved Mary from lockdown. He carried her into the main room and placed her on the burgundy fainting couch.

“Finished punishing me?” She settled herself on the velvet cushions.

“I wasn’t punishing you. If you would have held your tongue, I would have told you that.”

“Then why did you toss me into lockdown?”

“I had House stripped of plastimirror.” Ever-too-clever Mary stumbled on, then exploited, a major weakness in his security by using a common household item in a unique and dangerous way. As angry as he was, he also had to admire her devious criminal mind.

“Aw, too bad.”

“Don’t be smug. I found your stashes.”

“Think you found all of them?” Her eyes glowed with challenge. “Big place, this prison you’ve got me in. Hard to search everywhere.”

“You’ve only had access to five rooms.” He tried to make his voice sound more assured than he felt. What if he had missed something?

“Five gigantic rooms. And the hallways.” She had that playful malice in her eyes again, like the look she had while trying to figure out his name in the shuttle. It shocked him to realize how much he enjoyed that expression on her face, along with the bubble gum and whisky scent she exuded.

Refusing to underestimate her, he vowed that before he went to bed, he’d have his men examine the footage House routinely filed and search again. He would also post extra guards at the exit doors. Michael studied her too-smug face and a new thought gripped him.

“There’s only one place I haven’t searched.” He stepped forward and dropped to his knees in front of her.

She leaned back into the fainting couch. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Frisking her with a slow, careful and wanton grace, he started at the hem of her skirt and felt all the way up, around her hips, her shirt and up into her hair. Despite her initial shock, she melted with passion, exuding that floral perfume with the citrus path.

Teasing her, tormenting her, evoking the ripe scent of her, drove his body to response. One breath of her hardened him instantly. He wasn’t sure who would end up begging, since he was the one on his knees.

“Find anything?” Her breathless voice strove for disdain but missed by a fathom. He knew from the deepening of her scent she wanted more, no matter what she said or how hard she scowled.

“Nothing I didn’t already know was there.” He winked.

“If you’re done molesting me, I’ll sit up.” Before she could move, he stopped her with a firm grip on her knees.

“Not just yet.” He lifted up her cast-bound foot and slipped his fingers into the top of the bright blue cast. Plastimirror gooshed below his fingertips. “What have we here?” Carefully, he pried out enough of the semisolid metal to fill his palm. He rose and disposed of it. “You’re very clever.”

“What’re you going to do now?” Her eyes narrowed into dangerous slits of fury. “Put me back in the glass cage and come by every once in a while to paw at me?”

“Odd.” He tilted his head, watching her with a speculative gaze.

“What?” Suspicious, she drew back slightly.

“You only protest after I’ve finished pawing you.” He knelt again on the floor by her knees.

“Like I really had a choice.” Her chin rose, but he detected a sharpening of the desire scent around her.

“You made no effort to stop me.” He placed one hand on each of her knees. “You made no effort to get away.” His hands slid under her skirt and up her thighs. “You let me frisk you.” He stopped just a bare movement from the juncture of her thighs.

Her eyes widened, but she didn’t try to pull away. She watched him with a look of stunned lust on her face.

“Not only that, but you molded your body to my hands.” She did so now, as if she couldn’t help herself. “You want me to touch you.” His thumbs traced wide arcs on her thighs, skimming by the moist heat between her legs.

A low groan trembled through her body. Her scent grew sharper, more fully like that rare blood orange.

“Just admit that you want me.”

With a hard gulp, she looked at him as if he wanted her to admit to a foul criminal act. He could almost see the frantic working of her mind revealed in her lovely face. When he stroked his thumbs up in a long, slow and featherlight brush against her clit, her eyes went wide.

“I must confess, the fact that you can’t fit panties on over your cast excites me to no end.”

Panicked, she pulled away. “This bracelet—”

“What if I removed it?” He ran his thumbs up again, smiling at her urgent moan. He never would, but he offered just to hear what she’d say.

“I’d fight you tooth and nail, and I wouldn’t let you—let you do—what you’re doing now!” She struggled back, just enough to stop his thumbs from stroking her. “If I didn’t have this bracelet of Baka holding me back, I’d—I swear I would—”

“What?” He slipped his hands around her taut hips and slid her down the couch. “What would you do?” Before she could answer, he angled himself up and pressed the full heat of his erection against the vulnerable wet need between her legs. “Tell me what you would do if I freed you.”

Panting, she shook her head and gave a half-hearted struggle back. “Stop tormenting me!”

“Tormenting you?” He snuggled tighter between her coltish legs and ran his hands up to her waist. “I’m tormenting myself.”

Never had he waited so long for a woman. Cold showers and a one-handed exercise didn’t come close to quelling his need. He wanted to lower his hand, grasp the waist of his pants, yank the rivet-buttons apart and lower himself into her. Full and slow into the very depth of her as he watched her face.

“Can’t you feel my need?” In case she couldn’t, he lifted his hips and made a long, slow stroke against her with his leather-clad erection. “You can feel that, can’t you?”

“Just get it over with.”

“What?” He stopped moving, waiting, his gaze fixed on her flushed face.

“Just—just—do it.” She closed her eyes, relaxing against the velvet couch.

Surrender.

Her hips rose to meet his, and she wrapped her left leg around him. Drawing his body tight, she rocked against him with intense pressure. He shuddered and pressed more firmly into her.

“Mary.” Her name came out as a cry, a prayer, the closest he would allow himself to admit to the longing that burned inside him. With every sense, he could taste her surrender, but not what he wanted most. Desire, so strong it cloyed with a thick flower-citrus, emanated from every pore on her body. No fear. Not one subtle taste of that earthy dark marred her lovely scent, but he didn’t read what he wanted most. Mary surrendered her body to him. Creamy thighs spread willingly by his masterful touch, but she did not release her heart.

Michael thought her physical surrender would satisfy him, but once he had her capitulation, he found it wasn’t enough. He wanted far more. He wanted her heart. He wanted her soul. He wanted to smell that indefinable, luscious scent of love emanating from her. He wanted her as enthralled by him as he was of her, and he refused to settle for anything less than love.

“Tell me what you want.” He hoped his strong voice masked his vulnerability.

Lifting herself on her elbows, she glared at him and moved against him impatiently. “Must I draw you a map?”

“Indeed. You say one thing and yet do another. You are honest with me, then hostilely suspicious. You twist and turn so much I have no idea where to go next.” He pulled his hands from beneath her skirt, rearranged the smooth cotton carefully on her lap and stood. “You draw me a map because I have no idea what you want.”

“At the moment, I want you to take off your pants and finish what you started.” As if startled by her demanding tone, she shook her head and tried to take her words back. “I mean you leave your hands out of my skirt.” As soon as she said that, she burst out laughing and yanked her legs together, sitting up with a prim schoolmarm air. “Just stop—”

“I thought you wanted me to just do it.” He positioned himself again in front of her clamped-tight legs. “You said, ‘Just do it’ and now you say, ‘Just stop’.” Placing his hands behind the cup of her knees, he steadied himself. “You can see why I need you to draw me a map.” Clearly, he could yank her legs apart with minimal effort, if only she wanted him to. Lifting his gaze to her beautiful eyes, he softly murmured, “I make myself your captive.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“I will do anything you say.”

“Let me go.”

Immediately, he let go, stood and moved away from her.

Confused, she adjusted her clothing. “Put your hands up.”

He lifted his hands palm out to his shoulders.

Her eyebrows drew down. “What game are you playing now?”

“Captive.”

“To me?” She’d never considered the possibility of holding him captive, and he could read the thought of controlling him excited her. “You’ll do anything I say?”

“Within reason.”

“Take off your shirt.” In her eyes and from the scent of her body, he found a new twist; her fear and desire became curiosity and longing.

Deliberate, keeping his gaze fastened on hers, he popped each button on his red silk shirt. When he hit the waistband of his pants, he pulled the tucked shirt out and continued to flip the polished obsidian buttons open.

“Should I take my shirt off fast or slow?”

Her gaze leapt to his face. “Slow.” She settled back on the fainting couch, obviously enjoying his display.

Turning his back to her, he flipped up the collar, then slid the silk shirt slowly down his expanse of tan back, letting the red fabric gather at his waist, then pool on the floor.

He faced her. “Anything else?”

She looked up and down his body. “You’ll do what I say?”

He could smell her desire mixed with something he couldn’t quite identify. “Anything. Just ask.”

“Let me go,” she begged softly.

“I’m not holding you.”

“You are too.” Her gaze pinned him. “You know what you do to me and yes, I’m admitting it, so let’s just move on to the part where I make some kind of deal with you.” Her words tumbled out in a mix of honesty and dread as she straightened. “You know what I want to do with you, so you pretending I’m in charge is some kind of joke that I obviously don’t get.”

He could now identify her scent—confusion laced with a touch of fear. She didn’t trust herself to be in charge of him. She feared the truth of what she wanted to do with him.

“You have me at your whim.” He tucked his thumbs into the belt loops of his pants, leaving all eight fingers dropped down, giving her a very sharp visual reminder of how much he enjoyed being at her mercy. It seemed to take a tremendous effort for her to wrench her gaze away from the blatant promise of his hips.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing now, but this has gone far enough.” She stood, stumbled on her cast and dumped herself hard to the couch. “Dammit!”

He chuckled, and she turned to face him.

“This isn’t funny!”

“Yes it is. You can’t run off this time.”

“I wasn’t going to run.” Her statement sounded believable, but she gave away the truth when she eyed her bedroom door.

“You were going to run into the bathroom again.”

She scowled at the floor, then at him.

He shrugged innocently as he flexed every muscle in his chest. Despite her best efforts, her gaze drank up his display.

“You’ve pulled that bathroom thing twice, once here in my home and once in the woods. You can’t do that forever, can you?”

“I wasn’t!” She looked embarrassed and defensive.

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary,” he said with a singsong trill. “How does your garden grow?”

“What?”

He tightened his thumbs in his belt loops, making damn good and sure she noticed each inch of his body while he did. “I’m not forcing you to do anything. I’m standing here at your whim.” He grinned and winked at her. “That terrifies you because you don’t want to be in charge.” He dropped to his knees before her. “You want me to be in charge.”

“I want you to let me go.” She shook her head, desire and confusion billowing off her in conflicting waves.

“As I said, you want me to be in charge.”

“No, I—”

Placing his big hands on her legs stopped her short. “You want me to let you go when I am the one on my knees.” He caressed the sensitive skin on the outside of her thighs.

“You’re teasing me.” She pushed his hands away. “You want me to think I have a say and then you’ll just yank it away.”

“What do you want me to do?” He bowed his head in mock servitude. “Anything, my lady. Ask.”

Her scent changed. Automatically, she wanted to beg for her freedom, but in the same moment came a wanting to stay with him. Her scent jumbled up and he couldn’t read her any longer.

“Mary?”

Eyes closed, she paused for the longest time. “I want you in my bed.”

Startled by her breathless admission, he waited until she opened her eyes. He caught her gaze from his lowered face and softly asked, “Why?”

“Why?” Her voice rose.

“If I come to your bed, who will you think about?” He desperately wanted to know. Did she honestly want him, the man she knew as Commander, or would she use him as a stand-in for her Overlord fantasies?

“What?” Her eyes blazed.

“You want me in your bed, but you don’t even know my name.”

“Tell it to me.”

“No.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she lifted her hands to the sky. “Let me get this straight. You won’t come to my bed because I don’t know your name, but in the same measure you won’t tell me your name?” She barked frustrated laughter. “What do you expect from me? Should I know your name without hearing it?”

“My point is you don’t know my name.”

“Frankly, Commander, I don’t know my own. Mary Courtland is what the Courtlands named me.”

“Granted. I don’t know your name any more than you do mine. But you want me in your bed.”

“You want to be there just as much as I want you there,” she countered.

“Will it be my face you see, or his?” He wanted her to desire him as just a nameless man, not a hero or a villain.

“His who? Whom? No, who.” She rolled her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Overlord.”

Stung, she blasted back, “Kraft.”

Shaking his head slowly back and forth, he gently said, “I won’t think of her. I’ll think of you, because I will be watching your face every second. I want to watch you. I want to see every flicker of feeling that crosses your expressive face. I want to smell and taste every last bit of you, Mary. I won’t close my eyes for a second.” There would be no thoughts of Kraft in his mind when he took Mary to his bed.

Mary trembled and her scent of desire sharpened. “You don’t want me, you want—”

He stopped her again by stroking the sensitive skin behind the cup of her knees. “I want you. Only you. I’ve never met a woman like you.” He sighed. “I can’t tell you why I want you any more than I can bite my own teeth, but I do. Not just your body, which”—he gave her a smoldering gaze—“entices me mightily, but it’s you. The way you walk, talk, what you say, what you don’t. Your voice, your eyes, your way of looking at me and touching me. Your scent.” Breathing deeply, he tasted her confusing, conflicting and terribly compelling scent. “Your scent is unlike any I’ve ever known, Mary.”

His honesty shocked her, because she pulled back, wriggling away from him on the fainting couch. “If you are at my whim, Commander, if I am in charge, then I insist you put me in a ship right now.”

“I said within reason. That isn’t—” Three short beeps from his wrist com cut him off. With a deep groan of irritation, he climbed reluctantly to his feet and opened the channel. “What?” His voice carried every bit of his sexual frustration and then some. Why did Duster pick the worst moments to interrupt?

“Commander? Is Mary with you?” Duster’s voice crackled with pressed urgency over the com.

“Yes.” All of his desire drained abruptly away.

Mary must have heard terror in Duster’s voice too, because she sat bolt upright with her gaze riveted to his wrist com.

“You’d best put her in lockdown.”

She lifted her gaze to his face. Panic rolled off her in sickening waves of scent. “I didn’t do anything.” Using the fainting couch for balance, Mary pulled herself to a standing position.

“Circumstances?” The hair on the back of his neck stiffened.

“More than your bandit causes you problems,” Duster said.

Michael tensed. “They’re back?”

“Yes.”

That explained the tension in Duster’s voice, but they’d fought the IWOG off repeatedly. What was different this time?

“Force?” Michael asked, struggling to remain calm.

“Strong,” Duster responded.

“Defense?” He thought they’d seen the last of the IWOG for a while. What would cause them to launch another major attack so soon after the last crushing defeat two months ago?

“Mobilizing.” Duster spoke quickly and, in the background, Michael could hear guards shouting orders and ships gearing up.

“Surface, air, or Void?” He frowned, thinking Duster’s tension came from the fact this was not a major assault, but a massive assault.

“All three. It’s another round of civilize.”

Michael lunged forward and scooped Mary over his shoulder, then strode from the room. Mercifully, she remained silent and didn’t struggle. He raised his wrist com. “Get everyone in the air, and if they breach our Void perimeter, we’ll be ready. Mobilize each troop member. Midas and Cibola are on full throttle. Now.”

Everything around him buzzed with electricity, and he felt her warmth against his shoulder. Fear for her safety gripped him with a crushing fist.

With a painful gasp, she said, “IWOG.”

“Yes.”

She struggled. “Don’t lock me up! Don’t lock me up where I can’t fight them!” Kicking him hard with her cast, she landed a good blow to his upper thigh. Another bruise to add to his collection. It didn’t slow his stride into lockdown. “Put me down, damn-it-all-to-hell! I can—”

He gripped her legs tightly. “You are safer in lockdown.” He settled her to the bunk in the cell.

“Not if you don’t win!” The anger in her voice almost masked the sound of her fear, but the scent of cold panic rushed over him like fresh-turned earth.

“I’ll win.” He backed out of the cell.

“How do you know?” She hobbled over and flung herself against the door. Her next words cut off when he ordered the door closed and locked. Red in the face, she screamed at him, but he couldn’t hear a word she said. His whole world stood in defense of an IWOG civilization attempt while Mary reamed him out because he wouldn’t let her fight.

Watching her pound against the clear walls of her cell, he knew if he didn’t love her before, he certainly did now. She didn’t give a rat’s about anything but fighting the IWOG. Broken foot and all, she wanted to blast them apart.

Even had a cast not bound her foot, he wouldn’t let her fight. Hell, honest to a fault, he wouldn’t fight directly himself, nor would he let Duster. Hard, cold fact of the Fringe, Michael could afford meatbags.

At his disposal were hundreds of thousands of male and female fighters, housed in barracks throughout Windmere, both moons and hundreds of outposts. By command, each one of them would rush willingly into battle. His authority bothered him for the first time. Would he let Mary go forth as one of his fighters? Not in a million years. Then how could he do it to someone else?

He faltered. Michael considered his orders in light of a potential human toll. What if it came down to Mary? At his very word, he could kill everyone on Windmere, including her. Without a warning, his whole world focused to a slip of a woman with a broken ankle who, right out from under him, stole his very heart. Wily bandit. The Bandit of Taiga. Remarkable Mary. Her skill netted her a prize she probably didn’t even know she had, perhaps didn’t even want. How could any woman love a man like him? Blocked behind the thick glass, he couldn’t taste her scent. Mary didn’t speak but looked at him with defeated eyes.

“Commander? Get airborne,” Duster said.

“How close?” He turned his back to Mary, who pressed up close to the glass.

“Knocking hard at the back door,” Duster said.

“Did something leak?”

“Yes. Jones is in custody.”

“Hell.” His fussy Einstein-diva over at R and D turned out to be a traitor on top of everything else. Jones must have found a way to relay the security problem with the plastimirror to the IWOG. “How big is this breach?”

“Wide enough to fly an IWOG mother ship through.” Duster’s voice held something far greater than fear, and now Michael understood why. “Commander? Get airborne now. Leave Mary in lockdown and get behind the second perimeter.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Commander left lockdown, returned dressed, bound her hands in front of her, then picked her up and carried her out to a sleek ship on the base tarmac. Dark of night didn’t hamper his efforts as every inch of the tarmac swarmed with not only high-intensity lights but also multitudes of men and machines.

Bound over his shoulder, she bounced as he took her inside what she knew was the fastest ship on the planet. He strode to a cell and locked her in.

“Why are you locking me back up?”

“You’re right where you want to be, Mary.”

She didn’t know what he meant, but the first thing to cross her mind was he was in charge of her again. This cell didn’t look nearly as impossible to break out of as lockdown did, but still, the cage looked plenty solid. The ceiling, floor and three walls were durosteel, with only the front made up of bars spaced about a hand’s width apart and sunk deep into the floor.

After looking around, she caught his gaze. “This isn’t at all where I want to be.”

He smiled from the other side of the bars. “You’re on a ship. You’d kill me to get your hands on it.”

“No, I—” She stifled herself, conflicted. She wanted to get away but wanted to stay, and she knew she couldn’t kill him to get away, because she realized she liked him. Commander drove her crazy in a multitude of ways, but deep inside she felt a compelling kinship with him.

If she did manage to escape, she wanted to do so without hurting him. The thought frightened her, as considering his safety would make escape far more complicated, and she’d never considered protecting anyone but herself and Emmet.

Fear at her insight compelled her to attack. “I guess we’re right back to you being in charge.”

Commander slipped his hand between two of the bars, lifted her chin and held his mouth a breath from hers. “When this is over and done, I promise, we will go right back to where we were, with me on my knees and my hands up.” His gaze bored into hers. “You should think about what you want me to do.”

He left the room without a backward glance. Once he turned down the hallway, she lost sight of him. Her gaze darted around her new prison.

Three bunks were stacked against one wall while a sink and a toilet took up the other. Everything looked clean but didn’t reek of antiseptic. All she could smell was metallic new-ship air. This top-of-the-line vessel couldn’t be more than a few months old and hardly used at that. Checking the linens on the bunks, she found not only clean sheets but also new sheets and new mattresses.

I’m the first prisoner aboard this ship.

As the ship lifted, a low rumbling vibrated her body. She couldn’t decide what made her tremble more, the quivering ship, or the power of Commander’s fleeting touch and the wicked promise behind his eyes.

Plunking herself on the lowest bunk with nothing to do, she thought about this erotic game of captive and captor. He got one thing right; she did want him in charge. His aggression excited her, and his control took away her responsibility. He’d pointed that out too. Embarrassing how that man could read her like a book.

When he cast her as the captor, she didn’t know what to do with him. Having him take off his shirt seemed like a good start. Next, he should slip off his pants. Did he wear boxers or briefs, or would he be bare, like he’d been in the dojo?

She’d felt him against her, but she wondered what he would look like standing bare and hard in front of her. Just the thought burned her face. Could she vocalize what she wanted him to do once she ordered him stripped bare?

She tried to imagine looking into his eyes and ordering him to rise above her, between her legs, then to thrust into her, again and again. She wanted to look up into the mirror over her bed and watch the muscles in his back and buttocks contract as he rocked his hips between her wide, welcoming legs. She wanted to hear his hot breath panting erotic words into her ear. Smell the pine and citrus of his body change as sweat covered his velvet skin. She wanted to slide her hands all over his slick body, her mouth working to taste—

The ship lurched and she sat bolt upright on the narrow cell bed, smacking her head into the bunk above. Below her feet, the engine strained. As the ship began to rock from side to side, she lay down on her belly and grasped the head of the lower bunk with her bound hands.

Christ! Here she was in mortal danger from an IWOG attack, and she indulged in lusty fantasies about Commander, at his suggestion. He’d commanded her to think of him while he went off to fight. Did he do so to keep her mind occupied so she wouldn’t worry? She wasn’t overly concerned. He seemed more than capable of defending himself. Pathologically assured, that man didn’t seem to worry about anything. Something tickled her mind, but before she could fully grasp the thread of thought, the ship lurched again, almost throwing her off the bunk.



As Michael rocketed his way to the second perimeter, he understood the terror in Duster’s voice. Hundreds of IWOG attack ships filled the sky above Windmere in a firestorm of metallic confetti.

In five years, the IWOG had launched twenty major offensives, but never a force this massive. Reports from Midas and Cibola indicated a phalanx of IWOG mother ships stood ready beyond the Void perimeter. He ordered the ships blasted with EMF, but the trick had no effect. They’d shielded themselves. Those solo scout ships had been sniffing around for a reason.

For the first time, he questioned his ability to defeat the IWOG. As he shot past the first perimeter, they tried to shoot him down but didn’t come close. He flew the fastest ship in the battle, hell, fastest ship in the Void. Duster must have feared an actual on-foot invasion or he wouldn’t have suggested Michael get off-planet. Now that he saw the scope of the battle, he knew why. The phrase Pyrrhic victory cycled through his mind like a whirling dervish in the sand. Gritty and harsh, he realized this civilization attempt was an all-or-nothing deal.

The IWOG seemed determined to either take over Windmere or blast the planet apart. They didn’t seem to care which. IWOG attack ships spiraled down to the surface in kamikaze missions, loaded with fuel and bombs. His ground units were able to blast them apart before they could succeed. But with so many…

On the other side of Windmere, out of visual range, Duster directed the ground troops from a ship similar to his. In the event that one of them went down, the chain of command would not be broken. Duster’s paranoia, combined with his battle acumen, made Windmere a difficult planet to invade. But difficult didn’t mean impossible.

Michael commanded the air troops. He ordered his skeet ships, so named because their small size made them almost impossible to hit, to swarm the larger ships. Fast and loaded with firepower, the skeet ships en masse took bite after bite out of the IWOG attack ships.

Wallowing in atmo as his ships darted around them, the attack ships couldn’t turn fast enough to fire back. In desperation, the IWOG tried to crash their ships into the skeet ships. When they eventually succeeded, both ships exploded in a blinding flash.

High up, Michael couldn’t hear the blasts, but he could see the multicolored explosions. It shocked him they would go to this extreme. One IWOG attack ship held a crew of fifty. Skeet ships held only one pilot. How could they condone killing fifty men for one? Tasting their desperation, he ordered his skeet ships to take potshots from a distance so they could avoid the chance of a collision.

Eventually, after enough blows from the skeet ships, the IWOG attack ships crumpled and drifted out of orbit. Those that fell toward the planet disintegrated before they could crash.

Information streamed across the screen on his main console. Sweat slicked his skin all the way down to his feet. Wrenching his shirt off, he flung the wet fabric away, then kicked off his boots. Between reading the screen and eyeing his sensors, he removed his sweat-slick socks and leather pants.

Nude, he plucked a pair of black gi pants from the weapon bin at the back of the bridge and pulled them on. In an instant, he felt more ready for battle.

Adrenaline surged through his body. A primal drive to fight filled him, but he suppressed the urge. He needed to keep himself safe so he could command troops, but he felt a bit cowardly. Back in the days of old, a king led his troops into battle. In the days of high-tech communications, a king stayed well back. And this time, he had Mary to think of.

With a flick of his finger, he checked the audvid to the cell. Mary lay on her belly, clutching the head of the bunk with her cuffed hands. From the angle of the camera, he couldn’t see her face, and he wondered if she was afraid. One look at her clenched fists indicated she was. He wanted to reassure her but didn’t have time, so he did the next best thing; he sent a command from his console to her bracelet.

Vergessen trickled into her bloodstream. The drug would sedate her and keep her calm. It would also prevent her from launching an escape attempt. In addition, it would soften her memory. He didn’t want her to figure out his identity yet.

Reports rolled across his console. A trooper ship had managed to land intact on Windmere. When the ground troops took the crew into custody, they made a startling discovery. The IWOG officers had exact duplicates of their plastimetal security bracelets and all of them, officers and ground troops, had stashes of plastimirror.

Duster said Jones was in custody and Michael vowed to have the fussy Einstein-diva tortured to extract every bit of information. Then he would have Jones strung up by his balls and executed as a traitor.

That the breach came back to Mary flitted across his mind, but she wasn’t responsible. He was, for hiring Jones in the first place, against Duster’s recommendation.

Another wave of IWOG attack ships launched from the mother ships. Three of them came at him, but he darted away and resettled in another part of the Void. He deployed more skeet ships. The sky below him filled with a clutter of activity. He found it difficult to tell who was winning. With visual range limited, he had to rely on sensors and reports.

In the end, his and Duster’s command of Void, air, and ground units led to a defeat of the IWOG despite the breach in security. The remaining attack ships retreated like wounded puppies, seeking the solace of the mother ships’ embrace.

He ordered his destroyers to attack the retreating mother ships. Livid, he wanted to order his men to hunt them down and kill them all. Only the fact that Mary herself was part IWOG made him pull back. They were only soldiers following orders, after all.

He confirmed Duster’s safety and took a moment to catch his breath, letting the adrenaline and testosterone recede. Feeling jittery and out of sorts, he stood from the main console and paced the bridge floor. Back and forth, he strode deep in thought for what felt like five minutes but turned out to be almost two hours.

They wouldn’t know the full cost of human life for a few days, but he felt each sacrifice for the protection of his world. Duster didn’t have to be his conscience anymore as Mary, seeing his world through her eyes, reminded him of his past. In addition to being a pickpocket, he also spent time as a meatbag. He’d just been lucky in that he hadn’t died while so employed.

As his pacing burned off the residual of anxiety, he found himself sagging with exhaustion. Part of him wanted to curl up to Mary in the cell and sleep, but it was too dangerous. Not that he feared the IWOG returning, but Mary herself posed the greatest threat. He didn’t think she’d kill him to commandeer the ship, but she would be sorely tempted to gain control. Given an inch, that woman would rip her way through miles.

Refusing to underestimate her again, he wisely returned to base. Glaring daylight greeted his landing and polarized the windshield of the ship and his vision implants. Making his way to the cell in the back, he found Mary curled up, sleeping peacefully with her arms over her head, still bound in plastimetal cuffs.

Her simple brown cotton skirt had pulled up high on her hips, exposing her legs. Even the bulky cast couldn’t detract from the sheer beauty of her coltish limbs.

The cotton shirt with the large black buttons twisted around her torso, giving him teasing hints of her pale flesh. Two black buttons pulled part of the shirt taut, opening the fabric to expose one coffee-colored nipple.

Mary, oblivious in drug-induced sleep, with her skirt twisted up her gorgeous legs and her exquisite nipple exposed, didn’t stir. To see her reclined, reposed and so damn vulnerable…

His erection came to life with a shocking vengeance as he peered at her through the bars. He damn near licked his lips. Captive, captor, mercy and Pyrrhic victory rolled through his mind like thunder as his cock strained against his thin black gi pants.

Without thinking, he fished for the keys at the front of his pants and almost climaxed. Gritting his teeth, he went back to the bridge and got the keys out of his leather pants. If he’d been wearing them, he wouldn’t have been able to get the keys out of the pocket. He throbbed so fully primed he almost climaxed with each step he took in returning to the cell.

She stirred when he opened the cage and uncuffed her. She moaned out a sleepy protest and wound her arms around his neck and shoulders when he picked her up. Warm with sleep, her body exuded a peaceful scent of vanilla, like fresh-baked sugar cookies.

“Everything’s okay?” she mumbled to his neck.

“Everything’s fine, my lady.” He kissed the edge of her ear, and tears threatened. Blinking them back, confused, he stood immobilized with her cradled in his arms. He heard his father’s words, “Toughen up, pansy, real men don’t cry,” and he fought his tears down. He understood his sudden urge to cry came from a compelling sense of relief. Those he cared most about were safe. Himself, Duster, but most importantly, Mary. For the first time in his life, he found himself more concerned about another’s safety rather than his own, or Duster’s.

Michael had put Duster’s safety before his own on occasion, but this time, he’d put Mary’s above his own. Her trick compelled the IWOG to make this major assault, and he’d known she was dangerous when he’d taken her with him, but he hadn’t cared. More than anything, he wanted to keep her with him so he could keep her safe.

She rolled her head away from his shoulder and blinked up at him with sleepy velvet-brown eyes. “I order you to kiss me, Commander.”

When he did, his whole body charged with electric intensity. Her lips parted for his tongue, and her arms tightened around his shoulders. Standing in the cell, he spent a good five minutes kissing her until she began to drift back to sleep.

He wasn’t insulted by her lack of response but pleased by her deep-down trust in him, and a bit chagrined, because the drug in her bracelet was partially responsible for her relaxed state.

As he carried her into House, his guards held open the doors so he didn’t have to crash through them. He nodded to them, seeing his relief mirrored in their eyes. They had loved ones too, and they’d all just survived the most pressing IWOG attack to date. Michael knew his people would find their own way to celebrate the sheer joy of survival.

Making his way to Mary’s bedroom, he ordered House to open the door and barely turn on the lights. A golden glow filled the room. Peaches and hyacinth wafted in the air. Carefully placing her within the cool silk sheets, he tried to unwrap her arms.

“No.” She clutched him tight. “You stay here.”

Exhaustion didn’t dampen his rampaging testosterone. One deep breath of her filled his mouth and nose with vanilla sugar cookies. One deep breath of her filled his already straining black gi pants to bursting.

“Mary, you should sleep.” He pulled her arms forcefully away, and when she frowned, blinking at him, she exuded a smoky essence of flowers.

“I order you to get into my bed, Commander.”

Grinning, he looked down at her insistent face. “I’m probably going to regret this, but what makes you think you’re still in charge?”

“This.” She lifted her hand and cupped him through the thin black gi pants.

A great groan escaped his chest when she squeezed gently.

“Come to my bed, nameless man.”



Commander slipped into the bed beside her but refused her advances with whispered protests. He spooned up to her back, and she fell asleep.

Pain woke her, and he propped her cast-bound leg on a few pillows. He offered to get her pain meds, but she declined.

“Just stay with me.”

Safety settled around her with his embrace, like a cuddly blanket, soothing her back to sleep.

Hours later, three short beeps, a note of silence, followed by three short beeps, broke her peaceful slumber.

Commander rolled away from her. “What?” He sounded exhausted.

“Is Mary with you?” Duster asked.

Duster wouldn’t say much of anything if he thought she was listening. As much as she admired his paranoia, it annoyed her too.

Commander left her bedroom without a word, and she found herself a little relieved, because she couldn’t remember exactly what happened yesterday. She remembered being on a ship, but everything after that was fuzzy.

She spent several days alone, making everything she could think of with the origami paper he’d given her. She tried to read but constantly drifted off into fantasies about him. Vivid daydreams made her wet and her clit throb. Unable to locate the cameras in her room, she barely refrained from soothing the ache with her own hand.

“I can do that to myself, thank you very much,” she mumbled. She would like to. Very much. But she didn’t want to give Commander a ringside seat. Or maybe she kinda did. What would happen if she just flopped back in the bed and boldly took care of business? Her face got hot just thinking about such a display.

By gritting her teeth, she managed to keep her hands occupied with the origami paper rather than the screaming needs of her aching body.

Late on the third evening, Clara presented her with a box. When she removed the lush paper, she found a simply cut pine-green silk shirt, matching skirt and black lace underclothes. Her eyebrows drew up. She wasn’t sure what to make of his gift, but after taking a bath, complicated by the fact she had to keep her cast-bound foot dangling over the side of the tub, she dressed herself in the beautiful outfit.

Dardinian silk rubbed her flesh like a thousand hot breaths, and she now understood why he preferred this to all other fabrics. She wondered if she could handle being in charge of him, or if he would even offer the option again. He must have something in mind. Why else would he give her these luscious clothes? She had only ever dreamed of wearing something so sexy and delicate. Sadly, the panties wouldn’t fit easily over her cast, so she left them off.

After a strong knock, her bedroom door opened.

“Ready for dinner?” Commander stood dressed in black trousers, black jacket and a red silk shirt. His feet were bare. He had such big, tan, strong feet. Christ! Even his feet are sexy. He was indescribably handsome dressed up, but all she could think of was how to get him out of his clothes.

As they ate, she imagined watching him remove his jacket, his shirt and his trousers with hypnotizing grace. She imagined the scene vividly. His gaze burned with an intensity that she could feel, as if every glance were a sweeping caress along her skin. She fought to keep her head and managed to engage in casual conversation that quickly faded. In the end, she couldn’t really remember what they’d discussed, only that his rumbling voice had aroused her.

After dinner, he walked her to her bedroom door and left her with a kiss on the back of her hand. Sweet, romantic and utterly frustrating.

“I forgot to thank you for the gift,” she called to his retreating back as she balanced on her crutches.

He faced her. “That shade of green suits you.”

“There was a problem.”

“Indeed?” One sleek eyebrow rose.

She paused for effect. “I couldn’t get the panties on over my cast.” He’d confessed her panty-less state aroused him so…

His gaze dropped to her hips. His eyes widened as he considered the full implications of what she said. “Anything else you want to tell me before I go to bed?” His voice sounded as strained as his face looked.

“Don’t you want to know if the camisole fits?” She tried to keep her voice casual. “I could show you.” She proceeded to unbutton the shimmering pine-green shirt.

He watched her pop the first four buttons before he stopped her hand. “I’d rather make the discovery myself.”

Confused, she watched him button up her shirt. “What is it with you? You want me, then you don’t. I’m willing to toss up my pretty dress, but now you don’t want it. You waltz me through this big, huge production tonight, then reject me at my door.”

“Not at all.” He fastened the last button.

“You wanted my surrender and then when I give it, you don’t want it. Christ! I guess I need you to draw me a map, because at this point, I’ve got no idea which way is up.”

“I’m not rejecting you. I’m trying to slow this down.”

“Why? Oh, wait, I get it. Play me like a donkey after that carrot, right? You think I’ll stick around in the hopes you’ll eventually do me.”

“That’s vulgar and you’re paranoid. I’m not playing a game with you. I’m trying desperately not to play a game with you.”

“What do you want from me? You once offered a deal of give out or put out. Information or sex. I’ve told you everything you want to know, and in the same breath, I’m admitting that I want you. So you get both. But now, you don’t want either?” She was so confused she wanted to scream.

“I want you to want me,” he said gently.

“I do!”

“When I take you to my bed, I don’t want any man in your mind but me. I don’t want you thinking of your past lovers, I don’t want you thinking of Overlord.”

“I swear, I never should have told you about him! Let me make this abundantly clear, Commander. Despite what you’ve heard, I’ve never taken any man into my bed, so you’ll be the first and only!” She couldn’t believe she’d just blurted that out. Mortified, she covered her face and tried to run into her bedroom. She stumbled over her cast and crutches, sprawling on the floor. Embarrassment, humiliation and frustration overwhelmed her. Despite biting the inside of her lip, she burst into tears.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Stunned, Michael sank to his knees beside her. He had seen her defiantly rage and silently cry, but to see her sprawled on her bedroom floor, crutches cast aside, gasping in tears, broke his heart. Her mortified humiliation smelled like ancient parchment.

“Mary?”

“Please leave.” She rolled away from him.

“No.” He picked her up and carried her to her bed.

Once there, she buried her face in the pillows. Her back shuddered and heaved as she tried desperately to stop crying. Clenched tight, her fists mashed into her face as she swore in a hissing torrent. She hit twenty languages before he reached out to her. When he placed a hand on her shoulder, she winced away.

“Don’t.”

He curled up to her back and wrapped his arms around hers. Pulling her hands from her face, he settled his head close to hers on the pillow. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

“I’m not hurt. I’m fine. I want to go to sleep.”

“Fine.” He flung off his jacket, snuggled closer and pulled the covers up, tucking them around their bodies.

“Not with you here.”

After the IWOG civilization attempt, she’d begged him to stay. Now she wanted him to leave. He smelled vanilla sugar cookies tainted with citrus and compost.

“Please don’t send me away.” He’d go if she insisted, but he didn’t want to, not after her startling revelation. No wonder her scent was so baffling. Mary, Mary, quite contrary was a lustful virgin. He felt like a prime bastard for launching full-out seduction attempts on an innocent, then toying with her response. He once again played quite a villain.

“I don’t know what you want from me. I don’t know your name.” Rolling to her back, she looked up. “I don’t know mine, either, if you want to get technical.” An edge of defeat laced her voice. “All I know is I want you, whatever your name is.”

“Michael.”

“Your name is Michael?” She sounded so dubious he cringed.

“My first name is Michael.” Via the mirror, he looked right into her eyes.

“You wouldn’t just be saying that because Overlord’s name happens to be—”

“Michael Parker.”

“Yes, I know, that’s his name, and by an amazing coincidence your first name is—”

“Michael.”

“You wouldn’t lie to me.”

“No.” He’d just told her exactly who he was, but he’d done it in such a way he rather didn’t. He wanted to tell her everything, but fear held him back. If he told her the truth of his identity, he didn’t know how she’d react. “I wouldn’t lie to you about my name or yours.”

“Far as I know, it’s Mary. If that’s not good enough—”

“Mary.” He nestled her close. “I don’t care what your name is.” But he did. Possessive and fierce, he wanted her name to be Mary Parker. The realization hit him hard. He’d never wanted to bind himself to any woman, let alone give her his name, but Mary wasn’t any woman.

“You look like a Michael.” She stroked her fingers across his face.

“Do I?” He’d never thought about it.

“Yes. You look like…” Her voice faded away.

“Do I look like the Michael you want?” He feared having to live up to a hero he could never be.

She shook her head. “I never wanted you to be him. I wanted him to be you.” As if panicked by her honesty, she tried to cover. “I mean, you’re not him, but…”

“What?” he asked gently, molding his body to hers.

On a rush of breath and the poignant scent of honesty, she met his gaze in the mirror and whispered, “Please don’t be angry, but you look the way I always imagined Overlord would look.”

“I’m not angry.” He drew her tighter to comfort her. A surge of protective arousal, a combination he was not familiar with, filled him.

“Do I look like Kraft?” she asked hesitantly, exuding a tang of fear.

“No.” He snuggled his face to her neck, breathing in the confusing mixture of her scents: anxiety, desire and curiosity.

“Not a bit?” Her voice sounded younger than her years, almost childlike in her need for reassurance. He recognized the scent, because he had it too. That need for attraction to be honest and not filled with baggage. Mary did not want to be a stand-in for Kraft. He did not want to be Overlord, yet he was.

“No. You don’t look like Kraft.” He swept her hair from her face and kissed her tear-streaked cheek.

“Describe her to me.”

He paused, thinking back. Kraft was so many things, and he wondered how to convey her without hurting Mary. After a long pause, he pulled Mary tight.

“Kraft stood tall, big, an Amazon. Thick, black, incredibly long hair to her ankles, but she always kept her hair plaited tight, folded in half and bound in black linen. I never saw her hair unfurled. She could use her braid like a weapon. Hell, her whole body was a weapon. Kraft favored black clothing and wore a long silver blade to her left hip. Kraft was six-three of dark and deadly Walkyrie.”

“A serious ass-kicker.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not like that,” Mary said with quiet speculation.

“No. You are so much more deadly because you look bright-eyed innocent, yet you carry an arsenal in your skull.”

“You sound like you admire that.” She laughed, but her voice sounded a bit unsure.

“I do.” By reading her scent, he understood at once that she needed both reassurance and overt desire. Pulling her tighter into his embrace, he kissed her ear. “Physical combat is one skill, but you use that skill in conjunction with your brain and your intuition. And that is far more deadly.” He cupped her face and tilted her chin until she looked into his eyes. “You are the most dangerous person I have ever known.”

Mary blinked as if considering. “I doubt that.”

“In almost every way imaginable, you’ve turned my world upside down. Trust me, no other soul in the Void could lay claim to that but you.” With one intuitive trick to escape him, she damn near toppled his empire, without even meaning to. He admired her, respected her and deeply desired her.

“Not even—”

He hushed her with a finger and shook his head. “I don’t want to hear her name again. She’s gone and I am here with you, and that is just as it should be.”

After gazing into his eyes for a long time, Mary stroked his cheek. “I could say the same of you, Michael. That you are the most dangerous person I’ve ever known. You know more about me than anyone. Somehow that’s exciting and frightening all at once.”

He smiled. “I have no intention of hurting you with what I know. That’s not why I wanted to know.”

“Then why?”

“The more I know of you, the more I want to know. You fascinate me. I want you—” …to stay with me so I can keep you safe. He stopped himself short of confessing the truth in his heart.

“I want you.” Her fingers toyed with the buttons on his shirt, fluttering and cautious, as if she wasn’t sure about undoing them.

Michael wanted her to rip them away, and if she didn’t, he would, but then he remembered vowing to Duster that he wouldn’t hurt Mary. He now stood on the brink of potentially doing just that. “I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you.”

“You wouldn’t hurt me. I trust you, Michael.”

Trying desperately to summon the will to leave, he found himself kissing her lips with light nips. She pulled him tight, deepening the contact.

As they explored each other, her scent changed from floral citrus to smoky. Love. Did he find that from her body or his? He could no longer tell and discovered it no longer mattered. If she trusted him, he would not fail her.

He pulled an alloy key from his pocket and removed her bracelet and his wrist com. He tossed them off the bed. “If you will trust your body to me, I will trust mine to you.”

She glanced at her bare wrist and then at his. “I have no desire to hurt you, Michael.”

When Mary said his name, it sounded like a magic spell to summon all she wanted. As he looked into her eyes, he saw only her desire for him, not Commander or Overlord, just a man named Michael.

Sliding his fingers over the slick silk of her shirt, he marveled in the heat his touch generated. A fire filled his whole body as he stroked each bit of her exposed flesh. With a murmured word, he slid her shirt and camisole up, then nuzzled the exposed curve of her breasts.

She moaned, relaxing into the bed, cupping his head, begging him closer. He smiled against her and continued to tease the sensitive skin that began the swell of her breasts. Still covered by black silk, her nipples contracted, and he lifted his head, took one in his mouth, then pulled back, blowing against the now wet silk. The cool breeze tightened her nipple, causing her to gasp and arch her back.

Nibbling, he pushed the camisole up and took the cool peak into his hot mouth. She uttered a stream of sexy profanity, and her body exuded a sharp, smoky essence of desire. His mouth and hands worked in tandem, bringing her panting breath and her lovely scent to a rushing pinnacle.

Suddenly, she pushed him away. Before he could wonder why, she yanked her shirt off along with her camisole and tossed them aside. She cupped his head, exerting faint pressure.

He took her nipple into his mouth again. On her sigh, he drew the peak more fully and nipped gently with his teeth. Her sigh turned to a growl as her fingers gripped more tightly to his head.

As he teased her breasts, he slid his hand down the firm curve of her belly, toying with the sensitive skin around her bellybutton. Working his way down, he ran his finger under the waistband of her skirt.

She tightened, not in fear but anticipation. As he kissed his way down her belly, he could smell the wet heat of her desire as verdant earth, shimmering spices and succulent citrus. Desire overwhelmed him, yet he wanted to please her, to show her without words how much he loved her.

Teasing around the edge of the skirt with fingers and lips, he enjoyed her growing frustration. When she tried to push her skirt down, he stopped her.

“Slow down, Mary.”

“I don’t want to go slow.”

Her insistence galvanized him. Together they pushed her skirt down. She wriggled it to her left leg and kicked it off the bed. Lifting her arms, she tried to draw him to her, but he angled up on his elbow so he could look at her beautiful bare body surrounded by salmon silk. In the soft light, her skin glowed peaches and cream, her lips fine claret, her cheeks flushed vermilion. She looked all at once vulnerable and strong.

Suddenly shy, she turned toward him, seeking solace in the shadow of his chest.

“Lie back and look up.” He glanced to the mirror over the bed. “I want you to see how beautiful you are.” He grasped her cast-bound leg and angled her injury over his hips. Tracing lightly, he teased her until she groaned, low and deep, and lifted her hips in an attempt to center his fingers. Her desire for penetration rolled off her in waves of luscious, edible scent. “Not yet,” he soothed, building intensity in her with the swipe of his thumb.

“Michael, please. I feel like I’m on fire.”

He flashed her a mischievous grin. “Not yet, you’re not. You’re only smoldering at this point.”

Hard and slow, he stroked his thumb across her clit. She lifted her hips to meet his touch, and he slipped his finger inside her.

She gasped, letting out a long “oh” of pleasure as she moved against his hand.

It maddened him, watching her face, her eyelids fluttering, as he felt her body contract and rock against his hand. Tight, so tight. He carefully slid another finger inside her, answering her need with a slow plunging of his hand.

Her eyes went wide, and she moaned, moving her hips in a wide circle that helped the thrust of his fingers. He noticed she kept her eyes open, looking up into the mirror over the bed. It surprised him. Most women closed their eyes, but not Mary.

“Are you watching my hand, lovely lady?” He wondered if she found the visual as arousing as he did.

“Yes.” Her eyes focused on the mirror above. Her slender and much paler body angled over his, her cast-bound leg slung over his hips as she wantonly welcomed him to fully pleasure her.

He snuggled his hand to her sweet, slick core. Pressing against her hip, his cotton slacks didn’t offer the same protection as his leather pants; he felt her body heat instantly against his erection. As he rocked his hips against her, he rocked his hand in the same rhythm. He filled her with strong fingers as his wicked need rode against her slender hip.

As if hypnotized, Mary watched their reflection in the mirror above the bed. He increased the tempo, and she stretched her arms over her head as she writhed, legs wantonly spread.

“But you—”

“Beautiful, my lady, you are so impossibly beautiful. Are you watching my hand?”

“Yes, but you’re still dressed.” Eyeing the mirror, using it to focus her gaze to his, she breathlessly begged and ordered, “I want to see you naked.” She reached for his pants, but he blocked her.

“We have all night. There’s no reason to hurry.” Lifting the angle of his hand, thrusting his fingers deep, circling her clit with his thumb, he lowered his mouth to her breast and tugged her coffee-colored nipple. Scraping that tight bit of flesh with his teeth, he worked his hand faster.

A shocked expletive escaped her and her hips met him thrust for thrust. “Please,” she begged in a breathless whisper.

He answered by slipping his fingers deep and hard, impaling her on the full of his hand and thrust of his arm. She uttered profanities as she grasped his forearm and pulled him to her body. He found her swearing arousing as hell, almost as compelling as the rich scent she exuded. Mary surrendered so fully, so soundly, he almost confessed his identity.

“It will feel even better,” he promised, slowing his hand as he nipped her neck, “when I fill you.” He brought his mouth to hers, growling the words to her swollen lips. “When I am inside you, you’ll wrap your legs around my hips to pull me into you.”

He slid his tongue between her lips, deepening the kiss. “When I penetrate you, Mary, you can wrap your arms around my shoulders, your legs around my hips, and make me ride you.”

Flicking his tongue deep into her mouth, he took a full taste of her compelling blood-orange scent. “You’ll be able to use your whole body to force me deeper. That’s if you want me. Do you want me, Mary?”

“Yes.” She teased her tongue across his lips and lowered her hand to cover his. “Deeper.” She pressed hard, rocking her hips firmly up.

Groaning, he thrust his hand fast and deep, unable to resist her further. Mary bucked, lifting her body in a rigid arc. She tightened around his fingers, and the powerful perfume of her orgasm nearly pushed him over the edge. He wanted to taste her pleasure so badly he almost bellowed, but he would wait until she recovered.

“Wow.” Shaking her head, she blinked, her eyes looking a bit dazed as she gazed into the mirror.

He smiled. “Indeed.”

She cast him a sly grin. “Aren’t you impressed with yourself?”

“Granted.” He winked. “But judging by your reaction, I think I have every right to be.”

“I could be faking,” she said archly, stroking his neck.

Closing his eyes, he took a deep sniff of the lush, rich, edible pleasure between her beautiful legs. “I can smell the truth.”

“Yeah-huh.” She blushed. “I forgot about that.”

He curled against her and they lay silent for a time.

She dropped her gaze to his chest, then lower. “Be my captive again. Take off your shirt for me.”

Challenged, he stood. If she wanted a show, he’d gladly give her one. He popped each button with a deliberate pinch of his fingers and thumb. The same fingers and thumb that still glistened with her climax.

She settled herself on her back in the disheveled bed, watching him with gleaming eyes. “Slowly, Michael.”

Her request tickled along his already excited nerves. He flushed with pleasure as he complied. “I see you’ve given this some thought.”

“I have.” She offered him a wicked, wanton smile and an arched brow as she rolled to the edge of the bed for a better view. On her side, she propped her head up on her bent elbow.

He slipped the shirt from his shoulders and let the silk slink over his skin to the floor. “Now what?”

She considered him for a long moment. “Pop the button on your trousers.”

He did as she commanded. He’d never met a woman who enjoyed watching as much as she did. He found her gaze terribly arousing since he enjoyed being on display.

She looked him up and down for a long time. “Turn around.”

Confused, he turned away, presenting his back to her.

“Unzip them,” she demanded with a husky whisper.

He lowered the zipper with some difficulty past his throbbing penis. When he groaned, he heard her chuckle and ask with a teasing voice, “Was that a groan of relief?”

Unable to speak, he nodded. It felt damn good to be free from the confines of his dress slacks.

“You can let them fall,” she offered generously.

He dropped them to the floor, the smooth cotton rubbing against the hair of his body all the way down. The slick stroke made him think of her hands on him and he was fully aware of the painful scent of arousal emanating from his own skin.

“I saw you in the shower.”

“What?” Startled, he turned toward her.

“Don’t turn around,” Mary commanded with a singsong voice. “Kick your pants away.”

He did. Hard and nude, he faced her closed bedroom door.

“I saw you in the shower.” Her voice rolled over him like a thousand quick kisses. “I saw you one morning after breakfast. You left the com on in the solarium. House didn’t seem to mind when I started flipping channels. Nothing of interest until I found you in the locker room.”

“You watched me shower?” If possible, he hardened even more at the thought of her voyeuristically watching him.

“Well, I could see your back, like I can now. I couldn’t tell what you were doing until I saw your pumping right arm.” She spoke with a low, seductive edge. “I tried to turn the monitor off and walk away, but I heard you say my name.” She paused. “Well, actually, you groaned my name. Your arm stopped moving after that.”

He smiled, tilting his head back. “Had I known you were watching, I would have made it last longer.” Hell, he would have turned and faced the camera.

“If I asked you to do that for me, would you?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

“Would it excite you to do that for me?”

“Gods, yes.” He felt his body on display, satisfying himself as she watched. Without a single touch, his body jerked, and he looked down to see a glistening drop at the tip of his erection. “Just listening to your voice is making me crazy, Mary. If you keep this up, I won’t be.”

“Won’t be what?”

“Up.” He was so close to the edge it wouldn’t take much more to push him over. If he wasn’t careful, he would climax without ever having touched her.

“Turn around.” Her voice thickened with the words.

When he did, she looked right into his eyes. Inch by inch, her gaze traveled down his body. She gave a startled gasp when she saw how big he was, and her eyes widened.

On a deep breath, he tasted a hint of fear. “I would never hurt you, Mary, not with any part of my body.”

Reassured by his words, she flushed ever so slightly. “Come here.”

As he walked toward her, his penis bounced with his step, and it excited him even more when she darted surreptitious glances down, then back to his eyes. Her scent and gaze was no longer filled with fear but curiosity and longing.

Tension filled him as he slipped onto the bed beside her. He throbbed with physical desire but also a profound emotional need, one that no longer frightened him. All those lingering traces of fear disappeared from her eyes and from her scent. Rushing and tumbling, all he could smell and taste was the rich scent of her passion.

“I want—” She bit her lip, ducked her head, a soft flush washing across her cheeks.

Tilting her face up, he dropped his lips a breath from hers. “Do you want me inside you?”

“Yes.” Her gaze met his. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

Her bold honesty electrified him. “I feel the same way.”

He lowered his head, bridging the distance between them. Pressing his lips to hers, he pulled her into his arms. She clutched tight to his shoulders. Sliding his tongue into her mouth, reveling in the taste of her, he drew her close and slid her up the silk-clad bed.

“Where are you taking me?”

He arranged her body so as she lay back, with a good view of the mirror, her legs dangled over the side of the bed.

“Okay?”

She nodded.

Pushing her legs apart, mindful of her cast, he placed himself on his knees between and kissed her inner thigh. “I guess I lied.”

“What?” She peered down at him, one eyebrow raised.

As she’d teased him while he undressed, he teased her now. “You won’t be able to wrap your legs around me with that cast.”

To his shocked delight, she grinned. “At the moment, I don’t want my legs around you.” She reclined, spread her legs wider and looked up to the mirror. “I know what you want to do, and I can’t wait to watch and feel you do it.”

Pleasure surged as he worked his way up her thigh, kissing and biting. Nudging her open with a stroke of his finger, he ran his fingertip against her clit.

She groaned, arching her back. Her gaze darted between the mirror and him.

He gripped her inner thighs with his massive hands, opened her and plunged his face to her core, penetrating her with his tongue. Citrus, verdant earth, spices and flowers. Mary tasted so good he never wanted to stop. Devouring her, he used his teeth, his tongue and his swirling fingers to bring her to the edge of climax. Reveling in the full of her scent, her taste, the promise of her body, he forced her higher and higher.

“Please,” Mary whispered urgently.

He held her down by placing his hands on her hips and brought her to climax with one wicked flick of his tongue. She growled a stream of profanity, then lay back.

He rested his head against her thigh, but she recovered quickly and sat up.

“I want—”

“I know what you want.” Her need for penetration rolled off her in an insistent wave of luscious scent he longed to answer. “You want the same thing I do.”

He pulled her hips to the edge of the bed as he moved forward. Pressing the prow of his engorged cock to her welcoming core, he fought every driving instinct in his body and brain. He wanted to fill her in one hard thrust. Claim her. Possess her. Desire to be inside her shook him so soundly his body hurt when he only pressed the tip of himself against her.

“Look at me, Mary.”

Over-bright eyes, glazed with passion, blinked dreamily up at him. “Don’t you dare stop.”

He smiled gently. “I won’t.” He moved forward. When her eyes went wide and her brows lowered, along with a wisp of edible fear, he backed off.

Frantic, she reached for him.

“I’m not stopping. Relax. Welcome me. Let me inside you.”

Large hands soothed her as he paused, allowing her to grow accustomed to his invading girth. Delicious tightness clenched around the head of his penis. Relying on every shred of his willpower to hold steady, he stroked his hands up and down the silken skin of her legs.

She stretched her hands over her head, and gave an experimental roll of her hips.

Hissing a sharp expletive, he gripped her waist. “Don’t do that.”

“Why?” She rolled her hips and twisted the tight start of her core around the tip of his cock.

Swearing, hissing, he gritted his teeth to hold himself back. “Mary, don’t.” He focused his gaze on hers. “If you do, I won’t be able to start before I’m finished.”

He closed his eyes and shook his head as he ran a million random bits of trivia through his mind to distract himself. His brief and bitter showers paid off; he discovered he could maintain some equanimity by forced control.

Mary rolled her hips again, grasping the head of his straining penis. As she rotated, she slithered down the silk of the bed until her legs spread wide, and she could draw him deeper.

“You’re playing with fire, and—”

“Those who play with fire get burned.” She mocked his tone. “Deeper.” She tightened her hold on him, urging him forward.

He opened his eyes to look down at her.

Boldly, she met his gaze and rolled her hips. “Deeper.”

He gritted his teeth as he carefully pressed forward, easing into her grasping heat.

Resistance.

She pulled back, pain and fear twisting her lovely face.

He stopped, soothing her with calming strokes and soft words. His eyes, his voice, and his touch conveyed he would not stop but would wait.

Comfortable, she would roll her hips, boldly calling him deeper.

Forward. Stop. Wait. Over and over. Until he thought he could stand no more. He withdrew entirely, then plunged forward.

Resistance gave way to reward.

He trembled with building orgasm. Such a tight, delicious heat around him. Such a full maddening scent filling his mouth and nose. He was delirious with pleasure. A primal bellow welled up inside his chest as he pinned Mary to the bed. Took her. Filled her. At her own insistence.

Big hands to her slender hips, he grasped and yanked her down as he thrust up, impaling her fully, answering her need for penetration with the wicked thrust of his hips.

With a growl, she sat up, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, nestling him more firmly, frantic to deepen the connection between their bodies.

Her sitting up tightened her around him almost unbearably, and he clutched the edge of the bed. “Lie back. Oh gods, I can’t—”

She kissed him, surging against him, lustful and passionate, gripping heat tight along the length of him, almost crushing him like a wet, slick fist. He didn’t think he could resist any more.

“I can taste myself on your mouth,” she whispered against his lips.

He uttered a growling moan, unable to hold the building fury of his orgasm. Grasping her hips, he slid her up and angled himself above her.

Watching her face, he struggled to slowly slip in and out of the maddening heat of her body. His arms, balancing him above her, trembled not with his weight but with the weight of restraint. He didn’t want to go slow at all. Every primal force in his body urged him to thrust hard until the fire in his body abated.

But Mary lay below him. Open, vulnerable, welcoming him.

She licked along his shoulder, then nipped his neck. “I can’t wrap both my legs around you, but”—she wrapped her left leg around his body and tightened it. Strong, her slender leg held him as she rocked her hips up—“I can still force you deeper.” Her gaze darted between the mirror and his eyes.

He lowered himself to his elbows. “I can’t last much longer.”

“Surrender to me, Michael.” She lifted her hands over her head and relaxed her leg.

Stunned, captivated, he watched her face as he rocked ever faster to her. Need burned in his body. The luscious smell of her dominated his senses. Her beautiful eyes widened, her head went back, and she matched him thrust for wicked thrust.

“Surrender to me, Michael.”

Her breathless command shattered the last of his restraint. He came so hard it hurt. Pleasure, so long awaited, rippled his body again and again as he pushed deeper.

She clung to him, wrapping her body close despite her cast-bound leg.

Gasping, shaking, he sought her mouth and kissed her as he moaned over and over, “I love you, Mary. I love you.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Curled to his side, Mary listened to the rhythm of his heartbeat. He’d said he loved her, but that might be what lovers said in the heat of the moment. She wondered, because for the life of her, she’d wanted to scream out those same words at the top of her lungs with every thrust of his beautiful body.

Michael. Not a vague shadowy fantasy from a book, but a man. Flesh and blood, skin and bone. Mysterious, masterful, fascinating, dangerous. The embodiment of everything erotically male. Michael. Her captor and captive.

“Did I hurt you?” Cupping her face, he gazed at her with a touch of panic.

“No. You didn’t hurt me at all.” When she kissed him, she could still taste her own passion on his lips. “I feel wonderful.”

“Granted.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Does that one word mean Commander Arrogance feels good too, or is he just being—”

He kissed her silent. “I feel wonderful.”

Snuggling to his chest, she felt safe for the first time in her life. She had no regrets. Contentment, a peace, so foreign yet so longed for, filled her, and Mary fell asleep within moments of curling herself to him.

Sometime later, she awoke from a strange dream. Jumbled bits and pieces that made no sense when strung together yet had a curious common thread. An answer hovered just beyond her grasp.

“What are you doing?” he asked with a sleepy voice.

She turned over, settled her cast-bound leg on a pillow, and pressed her back to his chest. “Go to sleep. I’m just dealing with my stupid foot.”

Against her cheek, she could feel him smile. “Just think, my lady, only seven more weeks. Once we get that cast off…”

Tight against his hard, warm and wonderfully naked body, she drifted back to dreamland as she thought about the ways they could maneuver their athletic bodies together. On the edge of a satisfied smile, her eyes went wide as all the pieces fell into place.

Smart guns.

His planet.

Techno-house.

Another round of civilize.

Midas and Cibola.

Michael Parker.

A puff of his warm breath tickled her ear.

She closed her eyes and whispered, “Overlord.”

“Don’t call me that,” he said with a sleepy groan. “I hate that nickname.” He kissed her neck and went back to sleep.

What a fool I am.

The truth had been staring her in the face the entire time. Her feet had landed on Windmere. Her captor, the compelling Commander, was her hero and her fantasy lover, Michael “Overlord” Parker.

Red-hot anger and horrified embarrassment surged through her. The man she trusted her body to had tricked her. How he must have laughed at her behind his smiling eyes. Him demanding she not think of Overlord when he was in fact him. He must have had to stifle himself every time he looked into her passion-filled eyes. And now her pretty green dress would end up in his closet with all his other trophies.

None of the nasty tricks ever played on her were as humiliating as this one, because this time, she’d trusted. She’d believed him. She’d believed in him. She’d thought him only a man who intrigued her as much as she did him. She’d thought the passion they shared had been mutual, reciprocated and honest.

Flashed moments of her life filled her mind. The test sheet posted for public view. The cookies laden with salt. Feet outstretched to trip her in the aisle. Tacks on her chair. Gum in her hair. Mud in her lunch pail. Dates made for dances and her waiting patiently by Emmet’s side for hours until she finally went to bed biting back tears. Bobby Jameson.

Every betrayal she’d suffered paled before Michael’s. She’d learned long ago to guard her heart, to pretend indifference, to push away any human affection. Until her hero seduced her virginity out of her with consummate skill. Her heart cracked under the tide of shame and humiliation.

“I trusted you.”

“Hmm?” He pulled her tighter into his sleepy embrace, but she moved away and carefully slipped from the bed.

House turned the lights on so low, the room filled with a warm peach-sherbet glow. “I’m only going to the bathroom.”

With a growl of acknowledgment, he rolled over.

Fighting back tears, she yanked on the black camisole and the pine-green silk shirt and skirt. One thing she’d make damn sure of, she’d set fire to her dress before she’d let him hang it up in one of those trophy-stuffed closets.

Christ! He’d seemed so sincere. He’d been so gentle. His golden-brown eyes seemed filled with passionate need. Had she been right all along and seducing her was just a game to him? Strange irony in the situation; all her young life she’d wanted to give her virginity to Overlord. Turned out she had without even knowing, while he laughed the entire time.

Hobbling quietly on her crutches, she rounded the big bed. She approached the door with careful steps. Just where did she think she would go? Her bracelet wouldn’t let her—her gaze darted to her bare wrist.

She searched the floor and found her bracelet, his wrist com and the slender alloy key, all in a heap where he’d dropped them earlier. He’d taken them off, saying he trusted her.

Confused, conflicted, she bit her bottom lip, pondering what she should do. In the end, she slipped his com on her wrist and her bracelet on his and pocketed the key.

He didn’t wake. Gazing down at him, she wanted to kiss him goodbye but wouldn’t let herself fall any further under his spell. She’d get over the pain and humiliation. She always did.

Considering her bracelet on his wrist, she fumbled at the top of her cast, found a small bit of plastimirror, and dabbed a fingerprint onto the bracelet with her pinky. It might cause some problems for him. It might give her a few more moments to make her escape.

As she entered the main room, House obligingly turned on the lights for her. Her window-reflected ghost followed her across the edge of the beautiful grand ballroom. She looked up and admired the fully lit mythical murals on the ceiling for what would be the last time.

At the main exit, she hesitated as she considered the com unit on the wall next to the massive, double-hung door. Could she activate the unit? As soon as she lifted her hand, bound by Commander’s wrist com, the screen flickered to life.

Flipping channels, she found the hall on the other side of the door. The camera swept back and forth over the hall.

Two guards played cards at a post near the doors that went into Commander’s office. Amazingly, the guards kept their backs to the hall. She didn’t see anyone at the other end of the hall that led out to the tarmac.

She waited until the time felt right. “It’s now or never.”

Grasping one gigantic gold knob, she twisted and pulled. Sliding slick as skates on ice, the door opened for her. Fast as she could, she hobbled down the hall away from the guard post.

The rubber tips of the crutches and her bare foot barely scuffed against the slick marble floor. A patch of muddy wet prints almost knocked her on her ass, but she recovered, and pushed on, her heart thudding so hard she shook.

Turning left, she ducked into the next hallway, where she found another com panel. She used the wrist com to activate the unit in order to clear the next hallway. Running with an odd hopping gallop, using secondary hallways, she went to the tarmac.

High-intensity lights lit the whole base with a surreal amber glow. As soon as she opened the door, the stench of fuel mixed with rain assaulted her nose.

Damp and cold, the night air pierced the thin silk of her clothes as she splashed through frigid puddles. The gritty water-slick tarmac scraped her bare foot, but the pain only spurred her on. If she didn’t escape, he would probably kill her. What use did he have for her now? She’d given him her secrets and her body. What more could he possibly want from her?

I love you, Mary. I love you.

His gasping words rang in her mind and resonated in her heart. She hesitated. Not a single person in her life had ever said those powerful words to her, not even her adopted parents. She could stop this now, return to House and demand to know why he’d tricked her about his identity.

Terrified that he’d only laugh in her face, jeer at her humiliation, she surveyed the staggering array of ships. She skipped over the obvious choice—his sleek cruiser—and considered the less likely ships.

Whisper sat at the far end of the compound.

Kraft’s ship gleamed under the amber lights, looking fast while standing still. Mary intuitively knew Whisper was the only ship they wouldn’t automatically shoot down.

As she hobbled toward the slender cylinder, the clearer the truth became. Michael didn’t love her; he loved Kraft and always would. For whatever reason, Mary had become a convenient stand-in for a ghost. As humiliating as she found that truth, she could also make the dead woman work for her by stealing her ship.

Opening the hatch awkwardly as she balanced on her crutches, Mary entered the ship, went to the bridge and threw herself in the pilot’s chair. She quickly assessed the controls. “Whoa.” Half of the stuff she didn’t know how to name, let alone operate, but that didn’t matter. Get the ship airborne, break atmo, and she could get home. She wouldn’t stay there, but she’d be able to warn Emmet, and with this ship, she could get him somewhere safe.

“Or die trying.”

As if waiting for her, Whisper rumbled to life with a throaty growl.



Yanked from sleep, Duster bolted upright, spilling his sheets and blanket to the floor. “Michael’s doing what?”

“Commander Parker is in Whisper, but he won’t acknowledge our communications,” MacKay repeated.

“Michael didn’t file a flight plan?” Duster jammed his legs into his beige strex pants, yanked them up and stomped into his thick-soled boots. His stomach rolled with a sickening lurch. “Why didn’t you ground the ship?”

“Sir, the scanners indicate Commander Parker is flying Whisper.”

“And he’s violated SOP before.” Duster yanked on his multitask vest with a groan, remembering the crazy things Michael had done while grieving Kraft. Duster feared Michael had fought with Mary and was now drunk off his ass and doing something very stupid. “Tap the com on the ship. See if we can get a visual.”

“Yes, sir,” MacKay acknowledged.

Duster set his wrist com to repeatedly page Michael’s wrist com. The page settled into a low drone. Within ten minutes, Duster entered base command. He settled himself to the main op-pan. His wrist com pinged and he heard:

“What do you want, Duster?”

The voice stopped him cold. “Mary.”

“Surprised?” she asked cheerfully.

“No.” Duster wasn’t surprised in the least. He’d told Michael not to underestimate Scary Mary, but apparently Michael decided to use his rectum for a hat, because he clearly hadn’t listened. Despite his anger at his boss and best friend, Duster calmly asked, “Where is he?”

“Who?” Mary asked sweetly. “Co-man-dur?”

Duster didn’t respond.

“Commander, Overlord, Michael Parker—whatever his boot-licking toadies call him—is he who you’re looking for?”

Duster let the insult slide. She now knew exactly who Michael was, but his bigger concern was how had she managed to get into a ship, and not just any ship but Whisper, and how was she registering on the scanners as Commander Parker?

Duster tapped frantically at the op-pans, trying to stop her. It would help if he could figure out how to stop her short of killing her. With a flick of his finger, he could obliterate her but didn’t dare. He had a strong inclination that Michael would kill him if he shot down Whisper or Mary.

A sinking in his gut made him tap more pointedly at the op-pans. Duster couldn’t confidently shoot down any ship until he confirmed the location of his boss. All his scanners indicated Commander was aboard Whisper.

Muting the com to Mary, Duster said, “House, show me Commander.”

“Commander is not within my parameter,” House responded.

After triple checking the scanners, Duster ordered all the guards to stand down. Unsure if his boss was on that ship or not, he wouldn’t take the chance.

Mary opened the visual link on her main console. Her tear-streaked face glared at him with such fury, he flinched back. She didn’t say anything, only looked at him, until he unmuted her com link.

“How you two must have laughed.”

Stunned, he dropped into a chair. “What?”

“Remarkably Average Mary gets tricked again.” She wiped her tears away with a clenched fist. “Hands down this is by far the most elaborate joke I’ve ever had played on me. Why you two would bother, I don’t know, but I hope you both had a good long laugh at my expense.”

“We didn’t.” What had Michael done to her now?

“Yeah-huh. You two didn’t laugh. You couldn’t get enough breath to laugh after the first week of screaming hilarity.”

“I never thought of this as a joke.” Guilt pierced him like a blade. All of this stemmed from his grand idea to pull Michael out of his depression by giving him a puzzle to play with. Duster never would have willingly engaged Mary in such a scheme.

“You know what’s really funny?” She tossed her head and gave a little laugh. “I told him why I liberated his goods and then—oh, don’t laugh yet, because to top that off, I had sex with him too.” She burst into angry laughter. “Imagine the fun you two will have slapping each other on the back over that: Remarkably Average Mary not only gave out, but she put out.”

“Tell me where he is.” Foreboding shot along his spine. What had Scary Mary done to Michael?

“He said he didn’t want to hurt me. Christ! For not wanting to, he sure enough did. Had he wanted to? I guess I’d be dead about now.” She lowered her voice. “I’m lucky I’m getting away with only a broken foot and damaged pride.” With a defiant lift of her chin, she said, “Oh, yeah, I’m also getting away with his prized ship.”

“Mary, please tell me where Michael is.” Duster realized he had no bargaining chips. Brute bellowed commands would only infuriate her and cause her to cut all communications.

“You think I killed him,” she said flatly. “How could I kill the man who took the last bit of my innocence?”

Duster wasn’t sure he wanted to know exactly what that meant, so he turned his attention to the scanners. House showed Mary in her room and confirmed Commander Parker in Whisper, even though Duster could clearly see Mary over the audvid.

With a groan of shocked disbelief, Duster lifted his gaze to Mary. “You put your bracelet on him.”

“Neat trick, huh?” She smiled viciously. “I guess I’m not so remarkably average after all, am I?”

“I never thought you were.” Duster nodded formally. “I knew you were dangerous from the moment you attacked Michael in his office.”

The plastimetal bracelets were crucial to the defense of Windmere. That Mary managed to block one using a common household item, plastimirror, and now managed to switch them and partially disable them, scared the living crap of Duster. Scary Mary’s trick was responsible for an IWOG civilization attempt, but she twisted it again in order to escape.

“How did you switch the bracelets?” Duster asked.

“Michael took them off to show me how much he trusted me. He told me his first name too. That’s why I trusted him. He left out the crucial detail that he’s not just a Michael but also the Michael ‘Overlord’ Parker. Apparently a minor point when he wanted me to trust him. And I did until I finally grasped the truth. I guess he’s getting a big old dose of the truth as well. In my book, that makes us even.”

The screen faded to black. Duster tried to reestablish the link, but Mary refused to reopen the audvid.

What a nightmare. Duster stood and automatically went to retrieve Michael from Mary’s bedroom, but he stopped in mid-stride. A part of him wanted to let her get away, but his loyalty lay with his boss and his best friend.

Michael swore he wouldn’t hurt Mary. Obviously, he had. Duster wondered if Michael had been playing him and Mary all along.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Filled with a delicious relaxed energy, Michael stretched out in the luxurious bed. He rolled over, wanting to draw Mary into his arms and make love to her again, but he came up empty.

“She’s gone.”

He bolted up, salmon silk slithering across his body with a scent of Mary mixed with peach and hyacinth.

Duster sat on the vanity bench across the room, his posture a study in controlled fury. Duster’s military clothing, from his sand-colored multitask vest to his sharp-shined boots, clashed horribly with the feminine palette of Mary’s room.

“What? Where?” Michael fumbled to get out of bed, but he stopped when Duster pointed a gun at him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Cashing in a promise.” Duster nodded to the IWOG officer’s pistol clutched in his rock-steady fist. “You promised me you wouldn’t hurt Mary.”

“I didn’t.” Michael frowned, trying to remember anything besides their spectacular lovemaking.

“She said you took the last bit of her innocence. What did she mean by that?” Duster’s gaze drilled as intense as the gun barrel.

“None of your damn business. Where is she?” Michael flung the covers back and yanked on his pants. Behind him, he heard Duster cock the gun, and he froze. “You’d better have one hell of a good reason for this.”

“Gee, let me think.” Duster paused for several seconds. “Yeah, I do.”

After zipping up his trousers, Michael turned around slowly, hands open and held away from his body. “Let’s hear it, then.” He tried to read Duster’s scent, but he was too far away, and the lovely essence of Mary still clung to him.

“Mary figured out who you are.” Duster almost spat the words at him. “From the way she looked, I’m thinking she figured it out after you conned her into the sack.”

“I didn’t con her.” Indignant that he had to defend a private moment with Mary to Duster, Michael tried to keep calm until he had a better idea of what was going on.

Duster snorted and rolled his eyes. “She was crying. She thinks you and I played a very nasty trick on her.” Guilt stamped worry lines all over his face. “I’m thinking she’s right.”

“I tried to tell her.” Even to his own ears, it sounded like exactly what it was, a pathetic excuse. “Things just—I didn’t get the chance.” Actually, he’d let the opportunity pass because he feared she wouldn’t want him if he told her, or she’d want him for the wrong reasons.

“You didn’t try hard enough,” Duster accused.

“I don’t have to justify myself to you. Now, where is she?”

“Like I said, she’s gone.”

“You let her go?” Michael couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“No, you did. Look at your wrist.”

In the place of his wrist com, Michael wore her plastimetal bracelet. He shook his head and covered his face with his hand.

“That woman.” Dropping heavily to the bed, he fell back and glared at his reflection in the mirror above him. Michael didn’t know if he wanted to yell or weep.

“That woman made the most of an opportunity you gave her.” Duster’s voice was quieter now but no less angry.

“It wasn’t like that.” Michael remembered her frantic kisses, his fevered response and their mutual sensual bliss.

“She said you took them off to show her you trusted her.”

“I did.”

“You did not.” Duster uttered a disgusted sigh. “You took them off to con her into the sack.”

“No, I—”

“I knew you were playing her, but I didn’t stop you, because you played me too.”

“I didn’t play anyone.” Michael sat up and clenched his hands into fists. When Duster put that gun down, and he would, Michael would make sure he was sorry for questioning him like this.

“You got me to believe you’d changed. I actually believed you when you said you loved her.” Duster kept his posture on the vanity bench as solid as his grip on the gun. “You know, it’s funny. You never said you loved Kraft. Had you, I wouldn’t have believed you for a heartbeat, but I believed you about Mary.”

“I do love her.” Michael realized how much he did once he said the words. “If anyone got played, I’m thinking it was me.”

“How classic that you think you’re the injured party here.” Duster uttered a hissing tsk, then rolled his eyes. “You really are a piece of work, you know that?”

“I’m a damn fool is what I am.” He stood and began to pace. Duster’s gun followed his every step, but he ignored the threat. “I underestimated her again. What’s this make, three times?”

Duster didn’t answer, just tracked him with the gun barrel.

“Go ahead and shoot me, because I’m going after her. Nothing matters to me but finding her, getting on my knees and apologizing until I’m blue in the face, or she forgives me.” He yanked his shirt on. “Either shoot me, or tell me where she is.”

Duster cocked the pistol. “Are those my only options?”

Michael realized how serious Duster was. He’d told Mary she was the most dangerous person he’d ever known. That was truer than he’d realized. Remarkably Average Mary turned his world upside down, stole his heart and managed to turn his second in command against him. All in less than three weeks.

“How can I convince you I’m telling you the truth? I love her.”

“You want to convince me,” Duster said while digging his boots into the wool carpet, “then you let—her—go.”

“No.” Michael vowed to find her and prove to her that he loved her and that his motive for deception was honorable.

“Don’t push me.” A hint of a smile danced around the edge of Duster’s mouth. “Maybe I won’t shoot you, but with her bracelet on your wrist, you are effectively confined by her parameters.”

“I have voice override.”

“Nope.” The hint turned into a full-fledged smile. “Try it.”

Michael spoke several commands. House uttered gibberish in response. For the first time in a decade, Michael was powerless, the one feeling he could not abide. As Commander of Windmere, Michael had placed Duster into custody during a pissing match and he’d imprisoned Mary. Such actions he’d enacted with impunity. Now that he found himself on the receiving end, he did not like the role of captive at all. Playacting a captive with Mary wasn’t the same as actually being one. No wonder Duster despised custody; it galled to be so fully at someone else’s mercy. Michael found custody especially frustrating because he was the damn boss and this was his damn house and not a soul should ever defy his orders. “How the hell did Mary manage this?”

“Look at the bracelet.”

A fingertip smudge of plastimirror disabled half the functions. “Damn.” Michael pinched the bridge of his nose. “That woman is too smart for her own good.” He let out an exasperated sigh. “You and I both know where she wants to go. Do you know what waits for her on Taiga?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Duster lowered the gun. “She’s halfway there by now.”

“You gave her a ship?” How in the Void had everything gotten so crazy so fast?

“No, she stole one. You made her escape real easy since she’s wearing your wrist com.” Duster kept the gun in his lap as he munched crackleseeds.

“Why didn’t security stop her?”

“Don’t you dare try to blame security. This is your fault, Michael. No one grounded Whisper, because you’ve taken that ship up for a ride plenty of times without following SOP. Did you tell Mary that?”

“No.” But he didn’t need to, not with her strong intuitive streak. Mary just knew things.

“You and I both know there are bigger and better ships sitting out there on that tarmac.” Duster popped another seed. “Mary had her pick, and she took the one ship on this entire planet that we wouldn’t automatically shoot down.”

“We have to stop her from landing on Taiga.”

Duster snorted. “She’ll be fine. Your wrist com or no, she shouldn’t have been able to slip the guards. Doubly so with a cast-bound foot. Not to mention her cute trick with the plastimetal bracelets that resulted in a massive IWOG invasion attempt. That woman is a menace, and she can damn well take care of herself.”

“She’s made that fact abundantly clear, but she’s in for a world of hurt when she gets home.” Michael knew he’d touched on the right note when Duster stopped popping crackleseeds between his teeth.

“What do you mean?” Duster’s concern for Mary stamped clear lines of worry across his face.

“Go to my office, get the reports off my desk, read them and come back.” Michael plopped down on the bed, crossed his ankles, then his arms. “Go on. I’ll wait. I hurt her by lying to her, but Mary is about to get a dose of the truth that will destroy her.”



The trip had been uneventful. Mary kept checking the rear sensors, waiting for a contingent of ships to launch from Windmere. She was somewhat disappointed when they didn’t. Maybe Michael told Duster to just let her go because he didn’t care. Or perhaps there was a tracking device on the ship itself.

Looking high and low, she didn’t find an Ollie but realized they didn’t need one. They would know where she was going.

She left Whisper in orbit and took one of the two shuttles to Taiga. Thick night and a nest of towering sugar pines hid her landing near the courthouse in Pine Glenn. She hobbled through narrow brush and across hard-packed dirt to the tiny house in the back.

When she opened the door, she stifled a shocked gasp. It looked like a tornado had hit the cozy house. Dirty dishes and clothes littered every horizontal surface. Two of the chairs from around the dinner table were smashed. The embroidery samplers she and Joan had worked so diligently on were in tatters on the floor. Her collection of fragile, blown-glass flitterflies was nothing more than a pile of colorful shards under the corner curio cabinet.

The house reeked of turning food, body odor, and then, as she sniffed deeper, she found a pungent stench of cheap whisky.

“Emmet?” she called softly, afraid of what she would find as she carefully picked her barefoot way through the rubble toward the hallway. Milky moonlight threw writhing shadows across the whitewashed walls.

She glanced into the first open doorway and found her room the same as she’d left it—a narrow daybed that she rarely slept in anymore, and a trunk that held spare linens but also hid the false bottom where she once hid her books. She blinked back tears at how anonymous her room looked. No frills, no personal touches. She kept all her dreams locked up in that trunk with her books. Dreams now shattered by reality.

Before she reached the last doorway, she called out again, fear threading her voice. A muffled groan urged her forward.

“What’sit?” Emmet sat up in bed, a dark silhouette among darker shadows. “Mary girl?”

“Yes, it’s me. Are you okay?” She hobbled over and sat on the edge of her adopted father’s bed. The stench of body odor and cheap whisky turned her stomach. She reached out to turn on the light, but he grabbed her hand.

“Don’t turn on the light.”

She obeyed instantly and let her hand fall to her lap. “What happened here?” She had a pretty good idea that Emmet had been on another bender.

“Nothing, I had an accident.”

As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw him pull his stringy gray hair back. He sighed as if he’d been without air for days. His movement increased the fetid odor of unwashed flesh, and his sigh rolled the stench of cheap whisky over her. She had to breathe through her mouth or she would gag.

“Those IWOG bastards were here again, weren’t they?” He drank only when they came. “Did they hurt you?”

“Where in the blazes have you been?”

She flinched back. The IWOG had been here. Emmet always got like this after their visits. He’d been on a bender for at least three days, given the condition of him and the house. Had she been here, she could have prevented most of the destruction.

“It’s a long story, but I’m here now.” She reached out to touch his face, but he smacked her hand away.

“You almost got me killed, you idiot! Gallivanting off to who knows where, then showing up like you’re all worried about me? If you cared about me at all, you never would have left, you ungrateful child! Did you run off with that Jameson boy again?”

His nasty verbal attack meant that alcohol still coursed through his veins. It would take at least a day to dry him out, and she hadn’t run off with Bobby Jameson in the first place, but no matter how many times she denied the rumor, Emmet didn’t believe her.

“No, Papa, I—”

“Don’t call me Papa.” His voice rose. “Papa makes me sound like an old man.”

She hastened to make amends. “I’m sorry, Emmet. I got caught by a Runner.”

He went still. With a trembling hand, he reached over and turned on the small bedside lamp, spreading a cool, greenish glow. “What did you tell him?”

When the light hit his face, she winced. His split mouth hung in a crooked line with dried blood caked in one corner. His left eye bulged purple-black and was swelled shut.

“Who beat you up?” She feared even her words might further wound his tender skin.

He grabbed her arm and shook her so hard the crutches fell to the floor. “You answer me, girl. What did you tell the Runner?”

“Nothing.” She reached for him again, but he slapped her hand away.

“A bounty hunter kept you all this time and you didn’t tell him nothing?” He finally focused his good eye on her and frowned. “What the hell you wearing? And what’s those—crutches?” He leaned over to peer at her bright blue cast. “What kind of trouble didja get into this time?”

“I made a mistake. A bad one, and we have to go.” She retrieved her crutches and stood. Time hung over her head like a sword.

“You told that Runner, didn’tja!” He managed to get his bulk out of the filthy bed. He was still dressed in his usual brown homespun trousers with the built-in suspenders, a homespun shirt and his filthy cowhide boots. The stench of body odor and whisky almost knocked her off her crutches.

“You a damn fool, girl. Go to your cabin and come back in the morning.”

“Emmet, please listen to me.” She started to move toward him, but his drunken anger stopped her. “You have to come with me. You are in danger if you stay.”

He swayed, one hand rubbing his chin stubble as he glared at her.

“Let me make you something to eat. Then we can go. I have a ship.”

“You done stole a ship?” His eyes widened, at least the one that wasn’t swollen, and from the grimace that followed the movement, she guessed it still hurt. A lot.

“I didn’t have any other choice.”

“You best tell me what happened, girl. You best do so now.”

She told him everything from the moment the Runner abducted her from the Pine Glenn spaceport until now. As she talked, he sobered up and became sweetly apologetic for talking so rudely to her. She forgave him as she always did. Emmet was the only father she’d ever known, and the only person she’d ever trusted, but she hated when he was nasty, then contrite. If she could get him away from Taiga, he would stop trying to find solace in whisky.

“We have to get the money you’ve been saving for weapons and use it to flee. We don’t have a choice. Maybe, if we get away, we can do something to stop the IWOG, but we can’t do anything if we stay here.”

Emmet nodded slowly. His pale blue eye, the one she could see, seemed sharper than before. “You think this Michael Parker will come for you?”

“I don’t know. He said so many things.” Sweet words that destroyed her defenses until her heart lay vulnerable to him.

“You in love with him, ain’tja, girl.” The words were flat, almost without emotion, but for some reason, they raised goose bumps along her skin.

“Emmet, please, we don’t have time for this.” She was frantic to get off Taiga. Tracker on the ship or not, they would look here first. She needed to dump the ship on Corona, steal another ship and go to a Fringe planet, maybe Dardanis.

“No, we don’t got much time. Come on.”

Even with her crutches, she hobbled a straighter path than Emmet did through the jumbled house to the office. He flipped on the lights, and here everything looked as it should. Two clutter-free desks flanked the room, one for Emmet, one for a clerk, usually Mary herself. An old black safe stood guard behind Emmet’s desk. A large iron holding cell took up most of the west wall.

Since it was Thursday night, the cell stood empty. It wouldn’t be filled again till tomorrow night. Payday. Men and women got liquored up and feisty with a fistful of script.

Emmet stumbled across the room and flipped the dial on the huge black safe. He yanked on the door, which held fast. “Damn thing.” He tried again. “Damn old thing!” He kicked the side of the safe, winced and turned to her.

“Sorry, girl.” He looked at her cast, and his good eye filled with pity. “Here, come on. You need to rest.” He helped her hobble over to the cell. “Stay here while I get that blasted thing open.”

He settled her carefully on one of the bunks. He picked up the thin blanket from the end of the bed and used the worn fabric to cover her legs.

“Give me them things.” He held out his hand for her crutches, and she handed them over.

Once on the other side of the bars, he shoved the door, clanging the iron closed. Immediately, his whole demeanor changed. Grinning with the most evil, malicious grin she’d ever seen, he instantly sobered.

“You a damn fool, girl.”



“How can I believe this?” Duster dumped the reports into Michael’s lap. Reams of paper slid off his black cotton dress slacks to the slick salmon silk, then onto the wool-carpeted floor of Mary’s bedroom.

“What do you think, I’m psychic now?” Michael laughed. “I knew this would happen, so I planted that information on my desk for you to conveniently find at this moment?” He shoved the stray reports to the floor and stood. “I didn’t set out to seduce Mary. I was trying to give her one last night of peace before I dropped a bomb on her about her oh-so-loving adopted father.” With a sigh, Michael tucked in his shirt. “And for what it’s worth, we seduced each other. You know as well as I do there isn’t a soul in the Void who could make Mary do something she didn’t want to do.”

Duster smiled, but the smile didn’t touch his eyes. “You have a knack for making things go your way. How do I know you haven’t had this information all along and were just waiting to spring it at the right time?”

“You and Mary are paranoid, you know that? Call Harper. Ask him when he filed the reports.” Michael licked his lips and tasted Mary. Embedded into his skin, her scent and flavor penetrated into the very soul of him. He had to get her back or he would go crazy.

When Duster contacted Harper via his wrist com, Harper confirmed he’d given Michael the reports this evening.

“According to those reports, Emmet Courtland is one nasty piece of work. He’s been abusing Mary since the day she landed on his doorstep.” Michael dropped his gaze to Duster’s gun. “So, are you going to shoot me, or are you going to help me save Mary?”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“What are you doing?” Mary flung off the thin blanket and hopped across the creaking wooden floor to the cell door. When she pulled, she found the iron bars locked tight.

No longer weaving, Emmet tossed her crutches aside and strode over to the safe. “You just sit down, stupid girl.”

With three quick turns, he opened the safe and plucked out a small metal box. He flipped the little numbered rollers, popped the lid and took out a sleek, chromed gun. Even from a distance, she recognized the weapon as an IWOG officer’s pistol.

“How did you get that?” On the black market, IWOG officer pistols were practically nonexistent. One had killed her adopted mother, Joan.

“I didn’t get it.” Emmet sneered, lifting the pistol so the light glinted off the deadly barrel. “They gave it to me.”

“Why would the IWOG give you an officer’s pistol?”

“All them books and you still stupid.”

Mary let the comment slide. His words hurt, but he only lashed out when he was drunk. “Papa, I don’t—”

“I ain’t your papa, you damn idiot!” He picked up the pretty ceramic paperweight she’d given him for his last birthday, cocked back his flabby arm and threw the emerald green ball straight at her. It hit one of the iron bars with a resounding crack and the chunks crashed to the floor.

Shocked, she backed off from the bars. In his drunken rages, he occasionally threw things but never at her.

“I got stuck with you! Stuck in this miserable backwater for twenty-six years rearing another man’s bastard!”

His vicious words stung and she stumbled back from his attack, sitting down hard on the prison bunk. Creaking, the wire frame rubbed against the wooden supports, bowing slightly beneath her weight. The mattress reeked of sweat and urine, and the odor rose up to choke her as she struggled to breathe.

“I don’t understand.” She fought back tears. Being accustomed to his attacks wasn’t the same as liking them. “I thought you adopted me because—”

“Because what? You just so sweet?” He pursed his lips, mocking her. “’Cause I wanted to spend my life as mayor of Moronville? Spend my good years shacked up to a fat, simple wife who wouldn’t even spread her legs without a fight?” Shaking his head, he withdrew a slender IWOG com unit from the box. “I adopted you ’cause I had to. Damn payment prison is what Taiga is.”

She wanted to speak, wanted to say something, but found herself struck mute for the first time in her life. Emmet hated her. He despised her. He loathed her. She’d always felt his malevolence but refused to acknowledge the truth until this very moment. She couldn’t admit that she’d wanted love so much she blinded herself to the truth. Just as she had with Michael.

Flatly, she said, “You killed Joan with that gun.” Over the years, Emmet had blamed everything on the IWOG. Under the guise of caring, he’d taught her to blame them too. Hate them. All for something he’d been responsible for all along.

“Well, looky here, you got a bit of brain in you after all.” He grinned at her, showing crooked yellow teeth. “Your real papa would be so pleased.”

“You know him?” All these years he’d known the secret she’d been chasing.

“He don’t want you any more than me. Damn fool should have just drowned you at birth and been done with you. Sentimental shmuck. Pretty damn funny, though, watching you scrambling around trying to figure out who he was. I got a kick out of sending you on one wild goose chase after another.”

“You posted that list in the tavern, just as everyone said.” Rumors had hidden fact. She felt like a fool for defending him, protecting him, when he’d been the one hurting her all along.

“Yep.” He practically giggled at his own joke. “Remarkably Average Mary. You should have seen your face!”

She had seen her face, chapped red by hours of tears. After that, she didn’t spend much time looking in mirrors. Why bother?

“You started that rumor about me and Bobby Jameson too, didn’t you?” She didn’t really need an answer at this point, but she asked anyway. Maybe in an effort to punish herself for being so foolish. Emmet didn’t love her any more than Michael did.

“Yep. Paid him twenty flat to keep his mouth shut.” Emmet cocked his head to one side as if remembering. “Bobby went me one better, though, and told the tale himself. His was better than mine, so I paid him fifty flat to keep talking.”

“And the football team tale.” Each revelation killed another piece of her heart.

“You finally getting it, ain’tja? I done started all those tales, just to watch you squirm.” Emmet stared at her for a moment, fuzzy gray eyebrows drawn together, one making a checkmark over his swollen eye. “Never could figure out why you didn’t just up and kill yourself. Anyone else would have, but not you, stupid girl, not you. You just wouldn’t stay broken.”

That fact infuriated him, and caused the walls around her heart to rebuild. All along, she wondered why the nasty tales never stopped. As soon as one rumor died down, another took its place. An endless slew of vicious gossip marched across her life from her earliest memories.

“I never did anything to you.” Brick by brick, she rebuilt her defenses, determined not to let anything Emmet said hurt her further. She imagined building walls a thousand feet tall around herself.

“You was born, weren’tja?” He picked up the stapler on his desk and threw it at her. It missed by a mile and skittered across the wooden floor. “Because of you, my life turned to shit. I had no choice but to stay here and watch over you. I would have killed you, but he would have known. So I kept you alive and made your life a living hell, just like mine.”

“Why did my parents dump me on you?” What could a baby have done that would drive both her parents away? Worse than that, why would they use her to deliberately inflict torment on another person by making the task of rearing her payment prison?

“Wasn’t your parents.” He glared at her. “You a bastard, girl. Your momma never married your papa. Nope. WAG whore died giving birth to you, and your IWOG father didn’t have the balls to throttle you, like he should have.”

The nasty comment bounced right off. “Why you, Emmet? Why didn’t my father just dump me in an orphanage or sell me on the black market?” Her mind raced. If her father really was an IWOG officer, he would have tried to make money off her. Maybe he was. Maybe all the stuff she stole went to him instead of Emmet.

“’Cause he’s a damn fool!” Emmet shook his shaggy gray head as if he couldn’t understand her father’s actions either.

“He had something on you,” Mary guessed, feeling the truth deep inside. “My IWOG father blackmailed you, which means you must be IWOG too.”

“You shut your face, girl, or so help me.” Emmet shook his fist at her.

“You’ll what? Come in here and paddle my butt?” She fought down an urge to laugh at the empty threat. “You locked me in here because you’re afraid of me.” In a fight, she’d take him down no sweat, even with a broken ankle. All she had to do was give him one good blast in that swollen eye of his… It shocked her how fast thoughts of protecting Emmet turned to ways to defeat him.

“That’s right, isn’t it? I turned you into quite the little fighter. I filled your head with all kinds of ideas with those books. Can’t wait for your papa to find that out.” Emmet put the gun on the desk as he pawed through the metal box. “I took his little girl and turned her into an outlaw! IWOG or WAG world, ain’t none that’s gonna ever accept you. Remarkably Average Mary, the Bandit of Taiga.”

She laughed. She couldn’t help herself. All her life had been one cruel joke after another, one vicious rumor after another. What Emmet said was like all the rest, truth or not. Like Commander with his report that turned out to be a blank piece of paper. Like his identity turning out to be her long sought hero with a harsh dose of reality. Truth became what she knew in her heart, not what other people said.

Day-to-day existence so brutal, she survived by reading anything she could get her hands on. Books mostly supplied by Emmet. Losing herself in them, she’d not only escaped but also educated herself, found strength in herself. She did her best to make the best of what she had. If Emmet thought he destroyed her, he fooled only himself. And he had her permission to do so.

Her gentle laughter infuriated him.

“What you snickering at, girl? You gone crazy?”

“I’m laughing at you.” She grabbed the pillows off the top bunk and sat back down on the lower bunk.

Red suffused his face. “You best stop.” He picked up the pistol, aiming the barrel at her face.

“You’re not going to kill me.” She propped the pillows below her now-throbbing cast-bound leg to relieve the pressure.

“Think so, stupid girl?” He sighted along the barrel, as if lining up a shot.

“Know so.” She lay back on the stinky mattress, cupping her hands behind her head. If she’d learned nothing else from Michael, she learned that deliberately relaxing one’s stance to a threat inevitably unbalanced the other person. “You kill me, and my father will hunt you to ends of the Void just so he can strangle you with your own intestines.”

Color drained from Emmet’s face. Well, except for that pulsing purple eye.

She nodded to the gun. “That’s if you kill me right now.” She tapped the side of her head. “I wonder what my real papa’s like to do when he finds out what you’ve done to me all these years?” With a dismissive toss of her head, she turned her gaze up to the cross pattern of wire that secured the urine-stained bunk above her. After weeks of staggering opulence, she found herself on the other extreme. “You’re dead where you stand, Emmet. One way or another.”

After a long moment, she looked back.

Emmet broke into a wide grin that caused his split lip to ooze a bit. “You think you all kinds of clever, don’t ya?” He tossed the pistol to his desk. “I don’t need you no more. ’Cause of your dumb luck, I got Overlord.”

Mary fought down any visible reaction, but her heart took a sickening lurch. Emmet found the one chink in her thousand-foot walls. Her anger at Michael’s betrayal wasn’t great enough to overshadow her concern for his safety. She couldn’t bear the thought of him in IWOG custody, even though she wanted to kick the crap out of him herself.

With a voice cool as Ice Lake, Mary said, “He won’t come for me.” In a rush, she wanted that statement to be true so Michael would be safe, but she also wanted her words to be false, because a silly-girl-romantic part of her heart wanted Overlord to rescue her.

“He won’t come for you, girl. He’s done gotten what he wanted from you.” Emmet uttered a dirty snicker that made her skin crawl. “Evil bastard’ll come for his dead lover’s ship, though. 20Mil and I’m out of this backwater forever.”

Her chest tightened, but she held her ground, even knowing that Emmet was probably right. Michael would want Whisper back. What seemed like a good idea at the time backfired.

“I’ve stolen plenty for you. You don’t need money.”

“Not money, idiot, but proof I’m a good, solid IWOG consumer. Delivering Overlord will secure me a new place in the IWOG world.” Emmet tapped his index finger against the com unit as he flashed her his crooked, yellow teeth. “And that’s whether you’re alive or not.”



“Visual confirmed,” Rourke, the pilot of Elusive Grace, informed Michael. “Whisper is in geosynchronous orbit to Taiga. No other ships in scanner range.”

“IWOG activity?” Michael asked as he stood on the bridge and checked the scanners. From the bridge window, he had a grand view of the terminator line sweeping across Taiga. The small silver dot in the distance must be Kraft’s ship.

“None in this sector.” Rourke tapped at the main console. “Tasher reports indicate a recent message sent from the vicinity of the Taiga Pine Glenn Courthouse to the nearest IWOG post.”

“Time to respond to a distress call?” Michael kept his posture and voice formal.

“Thirty hours, barring interruption,” Rourke informed him, checking other components on the console.

“Elapsed time since Emmet placed the call?”

Rourke hesitated for a moment. “We haven’t confirmed Emmet Courtland sent the distress call to the IWOG outpost, Commander.”

“I know he did, but I appreciate your professionalism. How much time since the call was placed?”

“Five hours.” Rourke quadruple checked the scanners. “We have twenty-five hours to accomplish our mission, Commander.”

“Good work, Rourke.” Michael nodded to his most trusted pilot.

Rourke respectfully turned his attention back to the main console.

“You’re really gonna do this?” Duster asked from the copilot seat.

“Even if Mary gave Emmet a detailed description, he still doesn’t know what I look like, and that’s to my advantage.” Michael scanned the console again.

“Mary knows you.” Duster frowned.

“Because of my wrist com, we know she’s being held in the Pine Glenn prison.”

“Or at least your wrist com is.” Duster grumbled. “It could be a trap.”

Letting his professional posture fade a bit, Michael argued, “I’m telling you, that’s where she is, and my plan will work.”

“Risky.” Duster let out a deep sigh.

“Matters of the heart usually are.”

When Michael echoed the words Duster had said in his office, Duster climbed to his feet. “If you’re doing this to prove to me that you love Mary, I’m going to commit mutiny right now and stop you.” Arms crossed, Duster glared at him with a combination of anger and disbelief.

“I’m not doing this to prove anything to you.” Michael frowned and checked the console. “Get over yourself, Duster. This isn’t about you.”

“Fine.” Duster had the grace to look contrite, but he didn’t stop trying to change Michael’s mind. “This plan of yours is riddled with more holes than a shooting range.”

“Indeed.” He checked his meager possessions again. Well-worn brown homespun pants, a battered tan shirt, decimated cowhide boots, and an empty holster. Michael had two bills in his pocket and an ace of spades up his sleeve. Just enough to get himself into trouble in a Taiga tavern. “Give me the first alternate plan.” Barely had the words left his mouth when Duster launched into what would amount to a full-scale invasion of Taiga.

“We dispatch a team of thirty men to surround the Pine Glenn Courthouse—”

“With guns drawn, tempers high, and maybe Mary gets blown away by friendly fire.” Michael shook his head. “No way.”

“Trained men against—”

“We don’t know what firepower Emmet has in that place.”

“He can’t have much,” Duster argued.

“Yes, he can.” Michael cleared his throat and calmly said, “Mary has been stealing for five years. Not just from me, but from Fringe players all along the black-market route. Smarter than hell, she only took a little bit from each ship. We noticed by a fluke, an accounting error. You thought it so strange, you turned it into a game.”

Duster straightened. “It’s not a game now.”

“Granted. Hear me out.”

Duster reluctantly did.

“Now, you add that up, my 20K times fifty or sixty ships, and Mary has swiped a fortune. She’s given everything to Emmet, thinking she could save her world from an IWOG invasion. Emmet, that prick, is a disgraced IWOG officer forced to watch over her by blackmail. Right now, he’s filling her head with a truth that will destroy her.”

“You don’t know that,” Duster said, but he sounded less sure.

“I can smell it. Not literally, but I know the truth.” Desperate to convince Duster, he added, “Emmet has gone out of his way to hurt Mary her whole life. She just didn’t know. And I’ll bet he’s filling her in on the situation now. Laughing at her. Jeering at her. Like everyone else in Pine Glenn.”

“You tricked her too,” Duster reminded him. “She thinks we ganged up to play a nasty trick on her when we didn’t. Or at least I didn’t.”

“Granted.” His soft admission startled Duster. “My motives may have been more pure, but the outcome was the same. I tricked her. Just like everyone else in her whole life.” Michael couldn’t feel more ashamed if he tried.

“What in the Void makes you think she won’t turn on you?”

“The crux of the matter.” Michael took a deep breath and found he could still smell the compelling essence of Mary embedded into his skin. “I don’t think she will. But I could be wrong.” As he went to the shuttle bay, he said, “If I am, you know what to do.”



After a night of exhausted sleep in a reeking bunk, Mary spent Friday behind bars. Occasionally, someone would come in to conduct business, and Emmet, his head hung with shame, would say, “Mary’s in a bit of trouble.”

He’d leave it up to the villager to decide just what that trouble might be. Glances from pity to glee flashed her way. Some glances turned downright glaring when Emmet intimated that his black eye and busted lip were her fault.

Unable to stand anymore by late afternoon, she crawled into one of the smelly bunks, propped her leg up, pulled the threadbare blanket over her head and went to sleep.

Around about eleven on Friday night, she jerked awake.

Payday.

“He lost fair and square.” A drunken male voice slurred the words into a jumble. A huge, rippling burp followed, echoing in the darkened courthouse.

“You got caught with a card up your sleeve,” Howie Duhon, one of the deputies, said. Keys jingled.

Oh, great, company. She hoped her cellmate would be too drunk to notice her. Lord knew he couldn’t smell her with that stench of whisky and beer on him. Christ! He smelled so plowed he likely couldn’t see her, especially since the deputies didn’t turn on the lights. Only pale moonlight filtered through the dirty front windows.

She peered over the edge of her thin blanket. Howie and Owen Duhon, the two brothers who were Emmet’s deputies, escorted a big drunken man to the cell door. Howie opened it, Owen shoved him in, and then Howie slammed the iron door closed with an angry clang. “You sober up a bit, pal.”

Without a word, they left through the front door. She heard their boots clomp down the three front steps as they laughed and turned up-street, toward the tavern.

She clenched her hands to fists. The Duhon brothers knew she was in here yet didn’t seem to care if the drunk attacked her. Emmet probably told them to fill the cage with criminals, because if she defended herself with forbidden arts, Emmet would have a valid reason to imprison her. Not that anyone was concerned enough about her to question why Emmet locked her up.

Watching the drunk carefully, she lay still so as not to attract his attention. The upper bunk gave her a deep shadow to hide in, and she took advantage of the black hollow by pressing herself to the back wall. Cold cinder block seeped a chill into her sleep-warm body.

Giganto-drunk shook the bars, yelled again how everything was fair and square, then stumbled toward the bunk where she hid. She bit her lip to keep from screaming. If he dumped his massive body to the bed, he’d crush her. To her relief, he slumped to the edge and looked around the cell.

“Mary?”

Her eyes went wide when she recognized him. “Michael?”

Leaning over to yank at his boots, he whispered, “Don’t say anything. Pretend to be asleep.” He groaned loudly, then burped a real ripper. A solid ten.

She shoved her hand in her face to stifle a crazy giggle. Breathless, she whispered, “Oh-my-God.”

“Be quiet.” His urgent tone sobered her instantly.

“I told Emmet everything. He wants to turn you in. You have to get out of here.” Panic filled her. As much as she’d longed for him to come, he would die if he stayed.

“For once, don’t say anything.” He didn’t sound the least bit drunk even though he reeked of whisky and beer.

For a nanosecond, she obeyed, then whispered, “Emmet wants the 20Mil reward and—”

“I know,” Michael said through clenched teeth. He flopped back on the bed, crashed his head into her legs and groaned when he hit her cast. “Be quiet.”

For once, she listened to him.

He sat up. “Sorry, fella.” He belched another ripper. “Didn’t know this one was taken.” He stood, swayed and stumbled over to the bunk that made an L to her bunk. He flopped down with his head close to hers. “Are there cameras or coms in here?” Surreptitiously, he looked around the room.

“No.”

“Good. Where’s Emmet?” Now he sounded all business, calm and completely in control.

“Most likely he’s passed out in his bed.” She wrinkled her nose, trying to filter out the odor of whisky and beer with the blanket that reeked of sweat and urine. She gave up since she was unable to decide which was worse.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah-huh, I’m real sure.” Even in the dark, she could see him frown at the country-simple tone of her voice, so she dropped it. “Emmet comes in occasionally to yell and throw things at me. The last time, he almost fell over.” She knew the rhythm of his drinking well.

“And those two deputies?” Michael shifted on the rickety bunk, turning on his side so she could hear him better.

“Unless there’s another drunk, Howie and Owen won’t be back until morning.”

“Are you okay?” He not only sounded concerned, but he looked it, and the chink in her thousand-foot walls widened.

“I’m fine. Now go.” Why in the Void had he allowed himself to be incarcerated? Whatever game he played, he seemed close to losing.

“I’m not leaving without you.” He rolled his head until he caught her gaze.

For a moment, she let herself dream that he’d come to save her because he wanted to prove the love he’d declared. She shook the fanciful thought away by turning her mind to practical matters. “These old bars are solid. If you’re thinking about busting us out of here with some kind of kung fu, you’re fooling yourself. Duster better show up with the key real quick.”

“Don’t worry, these old bars are nothing.” He flashed her a perfect smile that made her knees weak.

“You’re packing a laser knife?”

“No.” He fished around down the front of his trousers.

“What the hell are you doing?” She couldn’t believe he wanted to get frisky now, of all places, at all times!

“I’m getting out the damn key.” He withdrew a slender silver cylinder. “Nice thing about being male is other males won’t frisk you there.”

“And just what is it you’ve managed to smuggle down your pants?” The cylinder didn’t look like a key.

“Compressed liquid nitrogen.” He sounded smug.

Her eyebrows went up. Right off the cuff, she thought of several ways to use the weapon smuggled in his pants. When the double entendre of her thoughts caught up to her, she had to bite down a crazy giggle.

He stood, pressed the tip of the cylinder to the lock, blasted one sharp hiss and rammed his hip against the door. The iron lock shattered like glass. He turned with a wicked smile, holding out his massive hand. “Come with me, Mary.”

Bobby Jameson had said that too. He’d always been nice to her, so she went. Just for a walk. Not too far. They talked and laughed as they went deeper into the woods. Spring covered the forest with lush shades of green while animals and insects darted and hummed. Bobby stopped near Hobblestone Creek, leaning close to kiss her. Mary waited breathlessly. Bobby wasn’t her first choice for a first kiss, but Bobby was cute in his tall, dark and gangly way.

Out of nowhere, five boys shoved Bobby down and tied her to a tree. They laughed, threw dirt at her and ran. Bobby flashed her a guilty glance, but he ran too.

Mary spent the next three days frantically chewing through the rope, but once free, no one believed her side of the story. Bobby said she was easy. Fifteen and saddled with a reputation based on lies and imagination. Once sexual rumors started, her fighting against them only reinforced them. Mary said nothing, but they wouldn’t fool her again. She spent all her free time repeating every kata from the karate book Emmet gave her. If any man came at her, she’d beat the snot out of him and tie him to a tree. Men claimed to have bedded her, but she knew the truth.

The few who tried found out in a painful hurry that she wasn’t a woman to mess with. They could have turned her in for fighting, but then they would have had to fess-up to having their butts kicked by a girl. Most men decided to tell tales. They also decided to leave her alone.

“Come with me, Mary.” Michael held out his hand, waiting.

For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why he was here. Why he’d let himself get thrown in jail with her. His actions made no sense. He had what he wanted. He knew her secrets and every curve of her body. What more could he possibly want from her? Baffled, she looked to his open hand.

What waited for her if she refused? Emmet would kill her when he discovered Overlord had slipped through his greedy fingers. She had stolen a fortune in goods, and Emmet could use the booty to hide for a lifetime. If she stayed, she had little chance of escaping on her own, and she no chance at all of getting off Taiga.

“Come with me, Mary.” Michael again offered his hand.

Swallowing down her fear, Mary reached out.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

When Mary slipped her hand to his, Michael almost sagged with relief. For her to offer even the slightest show of trust filled his heart with gratitude, and he vowed to make the most of his second chance.

He dropped to his knees, kissed the back of her work-worn hand and turned away. “Get on my back.”

After a beat of hesitation, she said, “I can walk.”

“Not with your foot in a cast.” He motioned to his back. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

With a reluctant sigh, she climbed on him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He stood, grasping her knees to hold her in place.

“I feel like a little kid.” She squirmed against him.

“Want me to make horsy noises?” he whispered over his shoulder. “I could jump up and down and gallop around.” He bounced her a few times but stopped when the wooden floor squeaked.

With a breathless whisper to his ear, she said, “I think playing horsy with you would be a lot more fun if I was the other way ’round.”

His eyebrows lifted at her surprising comment. Her warm body pressed against his gave him very sudden and very wicked thoughts.

“Other way ’round minus the cast.” Mary nipped his ear.

Heat rose in him at the promise of her words. “Since you’re making lewd comments, does that mean I get to make rude ones?” He carried her out of the cell, wanting nothing more than to be alone with her somewhere private.

“Only if you want to.” She held fast to his shoulders.

“How about a truce for the moment?” He toed open the thick wooden door and ducked out into the humid autumn night. “Later, we can both make lewd comments. Preferably while naked.”

With a quick look around at the darkened buildings and the deserted dirt street, he took a few gulps of fresh air, then sprinted to the nearest stand of pine trees with Mary clinging to his back. Checking his wrist com, he got his bearings and raced through the woods toward Whisper’s shuttle.

“Did Emmet post guards on the shuttle?”

“No way. He didn’t want anyone to know what he was up to.”

“Good.”

“How—hell, for that matter—why did you—”

“All in good time, my sweet Mary. I promise I’ll answer any question you have, but not just now.” He poured every ounce of power into running with her on his back through the almost pitch-black forest. A pale crescent moon shed the only light on the narrow path. Thank gods for vision implants or he wouldn’t be able to see the rough, hard-packed trail at all. “Curl against my back, tuck your face down and pull your arms in.”

After a brief breath to protest, she did.

Distributing her slight weight like a backpack made jumping over roots and ducking low-hung branches faster. Off in the distance, he saw the gleaming hull of the shuttle.

Once inside, he set Mary down and cupped her face. “You have every right to be furious. I know I hurt you by not telling you the truth about my name.”

She opened her mouth, but before she could make a snide comment, he touched her lips.

“I am Michael ‘Overlord’ Parker. I don’t say that with any kind of pride, but it’s the truth, that’s my name. But you can call me anything you want; Co-man-dur, f’idiot, Prime Bastard. Call me what you will, but trust me to get us safe.”

She lifted her chin. “I don’t need your permission to call you names.”

“Granted.” He offered no challenge, and he wasn’t surprised that her flirtatious manner had disappeared. “I don’t know what Emmet told you, but he may not have told you the truth.”

“Truth is such a fickle thing.” She lowered her chin and scowled at the floor.

“Indeed.” Exerting faint pressure, he lifted her face. “I promise, we’ll work this all out once we’re safe.”

Her velvet-brown gaze fastened on him with the intensity of a thousand suns. “You’re asking me in a roundabout way not to take over this shuttle.”

He bowed formally. “I have underestimated you for the last time. If you wanted to take over this shuttle, I know you could. I’m asking you—no, I’m begging you—trust me enough to get us safe. After that, you can escape all you want. Deal?”

Suppressing a grin, she lifted her hand. “Deal.”



When Michael turned away, she couldn’t help but notice his outfit. Dirty cowboy. Brown homespun pants clung to his backside with the help of his empty holster. Tan broadcloth spanned his back. All she’d ever seen him wear was the finest silk, leather and cotton. To see him dressed down was almost as arousing as seeing him naked.

Trying to curb her wayward thoughts, she settled herself on the hardtack shuttle couch. No position was comfortable, since the cushions felt like dried slag. She’d grown far too accustomed to the luxury of Overlord’s prison.

Rumbling vibrations indicated Michael had no problem overriding her lock on the shuttle.

Flipping on his old wrist com, she laughed when ACCESS DENIED flashed on the crystal display. She wasn’t surprised he disabled it. He’d be a fool not to.

With a smile, she realized he was right. She could take over the shuttle if she wanted to. Three different ways popped instantly to mind; however, all three would injure Michael to some degree. She didn’t want to cause him pain, and yet did.

He’d hurt her, and she wanted to hurt him back, but in the same measure, she wanted to forgive him and start her life over with him. He turned out to be her romantic dream along with a solid dose of harsh reality. Michael wasn’t a hero or a villain. He was only a man. He’d saved her, and she didn’t know why, yet his heroic action touched her romantic heart and swayed her to trust him when, intellectually, she knew she shouldn’t.

She realized it didn’t matter if Emmet had told her the truth or not. She couldn’t do anything about the past. It hurt to think the one man she’d always trusted turned out to be the perpetrator of all the nasty tricks. Emmet had taken all the goods she’d swiped, sold them and banked the money. Not for an IWOG invasion, but to provide for his own plush getaway.

For the first time in her life, Mary found herself without a goal. She no longer cared to find her parents. She no longer worried about an IWOG invasion of Taiga or the protection of Emmet. She could go anywhere and do anything she wanted. She didn’t have to consider anyone but herself. Such a freedom simultaneously excited and frightened her, much like Michael did. She’d trusted him too, and he’d tricked her. Just like Emmet.

As if he’d known she was thinking about him, Michael’s voice came over the com. “You okay back there?”

“I’m fine. Don’t worry, I’m not planning an escape.” Not yet, anyway.

He laughed and shut off the com.

What would she do? Where would she go? Michael had to be taking her back to Windmere. And once there, what? He said he loved her, but how could she trust him? He’d come to Taiga, but had he come to save her or Kraft’s ship? Or something else? What if he too lied to her about what he knew?

Lost in her thoughts, she shook out of them when the shuttle docked to Whisper with a solid clutch of metal to metal. She wanted to leap to her feet but didn’t. She looked down to her cast-clad right foot. Running away wasn’t an option.



“Mission complete,” Michael told Duster over the audvid. “I’m docking the shuttle to Whisper now.”

“We’re thirty minutes in front of you,” Duster responded from Elusive Grace.

“Let’s head home.”

“Is Mary okay?”

Michael pondered the concern in Duster’s voice and the distress stamped across his face. Just how deep did Duster’s feelings toward Mary go? They’d never competed over any woman, but Mary wasn’t just any woman.

“She’s fine. She promised not to take over the ship.” Michael spoke with confidence, but technically, Mary promised not to take over the shuttle. She didn’t say anything about the ship. Michael strode to the cockpit of Whisper and secured the sensors to his new wrist com and Duster’s ship. “Confirm tracking.”

“Confirmed.” Duster paused. “Did you apologize?”

“Not yet, but I’m getting there.” He went to retrieve Mary from the shuttle.

“I still think she poses a danger.” Duster’s voice sounded clear as day over Michael’s new wrist com.

“We’ll see you at base.” Michael cut the link as he entered the back of the shuttle.

Lost in thought, Mary sat on one of the couches with her broken leg elevated. He took a deep sniff to read her scent, but he stopped when all he got was a nose full of his own whisky-and-beer-drenched body.

“You okay?”

She swung her leg to the floor, close as she could get to a fighting stance. “I’m fine.”

Without waiting for her to argue, he scooped her up into his arms and strode to the bridge of Whisper. He settled her into the copilot seat and dropped into the pilot chair.

“Okay, truth time.”

She sighed as if she’d forgotten how to argue. “What do you want to know?”

He hated the resignation in her voice and despised himself for being part of the cause. “I don’t want to interrogate you. I thought you might want to interrogate me.” Offering her a tentative grin, he let it slide right into a frown when she looked everywhere but directly at him.

“Why would I?” She shrugged. “Like I said, truth is such a fickle thing. One man’s truth is another man’s lie. It doesn’t really matter anymore. I’ve been chasing the truth like it’s some kind of holy grail. Turns out the truth is nothing but a rusty old iron cup.”

He’d never seen her like this—defeated, resigned, quietly accepting. Had Emmet broken her spirit?

“What did Emmet tell you?” Michael leaned forward to read her scent, but he couldn’t because of his own stench. Instead, he tried to glean information from her body language. Her pine-green silk outfit was stained and wrinkled. Her hair hung in limp strands around her blank face, her once proud posture was slightly slumped, and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Worst of all, her snappy, sassy comments dried up.

“He told me a bunch of things that don’t matter anymore.” She shrugged again, as if she didn’t care, but he knew she did. She spun the copilot chair around in slow circles. “Like a wheel always turning, life goes on.”

Whatever Emmet told her didn’t bother her as much as what he’d done to her. Michael knew the full truth of it by her refusal to even glance at him. Feeling lower than a subterranean slime-weasel, he worried that the void inside him would never again know the light of her friendship, let alone anything else.

“I never meant to trick you.” He tried to get her to look at him, but she wouldn’t, preferring to continue her spin.

“Okay.” Her voice sounded bored, indifferent.

“You don’t believe me.” Her rejection hurt more than he’d thought possible.

“Okay.” Mary said it exactly as she had before.

“Stop.” He grabbed the arms of the chair to prevent her from spinning. “I’ll tell you the truth to anything you want to know.”

“Like I said, truth is such a fickle thing.” Her voice sounded emotionless and dry as the desert sands of Windmere. He missed her smart mouth and the defiant gleam in her eyes. More than anything, he wanted his feisty and argumentative Mary back.

“I’ll take truth serum if you want me to.”

She finally looked up, and he caught her gaze. A spark of something close to her old spirit rekindled when she laughed.

“Fine.” Bold as brass and twice as blinding, she looked right at him. “Why did you make me call you Commander and berate me for wanting you and thinking of Overlord when that’s who you are?” Direct, to the point, she didn’t pull any punches.

“I wanted you to want me, just the man, Michael Parker. Not some overblown hero I could never live up to.” He shook his head. “I’m not a hero, Mary. I hurt plenty of people while building Windmere.”

She frowned. “Hurt people how?”

He took a deep breath, durosteeling his resolve. “For six months, I smuggled humans as a slaver. That’s what I did before I started smuggling books.” Admitting to the worst of his past filled him with a curious relief. When Mary didn’t say anything for a long time, he feared she would reject him and hate him. Panic surged when he thought he had saved her only to lose her again, not because of tricking her, but for the horror of who he really was. “I’ve done everything I can to make up for my actions, but nothing will change the fact that I was a slaver.” He wanted to give her a laundry list of what he’d done to atone, but he feared it would do no good. Nothing would change the truth of what he once was.

Mary didn’t say anything as she looked down at the floor.

“Do you hate me?” He didn’t want to admit how much her answer mattered. If she could forgive him for his past, maybe he could forgive himself.

“For being a slaver? No. Who am I to condemn anyone when I’m a bandit?” She laughed with a bitter edge. “A sneaky bandit who liberated goods for a cause that turned out to be a figment of my imagination.”

“That’s different.” He couldn’t believe she accepted the horrible truth so quickly, but he didn’t want to dwell on it if she didn’t.

“Because of how little I stole, or why?” She laughed and spun her chair again. “In the end, your cause is no better or worse than mine. Just different.”

He grabbed the chair, forcing her to look at him. “I never, ever wanted to hurt you.”

Mary grew quiet and still, considering him with an intense gaze that drilled right into his heart. He couldn’t tell if she believed him or not. He would try to read her scent but didn’t bother. Nothing would get through the liquor stench.

“Tell me how you got arrested.”

“You told me about rowdy drunks on payday Friday, so I went to the tavern, drank a bit, spilled more on me—”

“Yeah-huh.” She wrinkled her nose. “You smell like a brewery.”

With a chuckle, he touched his filthy shirt. “Believe me, I know. Anyway, I let myself get caught cheating at cards. The deputies took care of the rest.” He smiled at her, quite proud of how well his plan worked.

“How did you know I was in the prison?”

He tapped his old wrist com encircling her wrist. “Thank the divine force in the Void you didn’t take this off.”

“I lost the key, or I would have left it in the ship.” She looked at his wrist. “I see you got another one.”

He nodded down at the newly designed wrist com. “You are so damn clever. Putting your bracelet on me with a dab of plastimirror caused all kinds of problems with security. House wouldn’t even let me voice override. How did you know your trick would work?”

“I didn’t.” She flashed a wicked smile, breathed on her nails and rubbed them briskly across her chest. “Good guess, though, huh?”

“Very good. You’ve got a real knack.” She had a real knack for a lot of things, and he wanted to kiss her more than anything. He leaned forward.

She frowned and pulled away. “Who beat up Emmet?”

Michael leaned back in the pilot chair. “Probably the IWOG officers who came to check on you.”

“Check on me?” Her eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms.

“That’s why the IWOG was sniffing around Taiga. Your father is an IWOG officer, and he put you there for safekeeping. Those officers who came were making sure you were okay. When they came, and Emmet couldn’t tell them where you were, they beat him up.” She probably didn’t realize that was why Emmet told her to stay out of sight of the IWOG visitors. Why he encouraged her to hate and avoid them. With her out of contact, Emmet could tell them anything, and they’d never know how brutally and viciously he tormented her. But one glance into her wary eyes told him that Mary had figured out exactly what Emmet had done and why.

“Do you know who my father is?” Her voice sounded small, as if she were a thousand miles away, and very afraid of the answer he might give.

“Not yet. He’s covered himself well.” Even with his considerable resources, he’d had no luck.

“You can stop looking.” Her eyes had a hard, cold edge as she glanced out to the Void.

“You’re frightening me.” He reached out and grabbed her shoulders, giving her a little shake. “Are you giving up?”

“No.” She scowled out at the black. “My father didn’t want me. Emmet called having to rear me payment prison. Given that, I don’t think my father is someone I want to know. An IWOG officer.” Revulsion made her shudder beneath his hands. “I don’t want to know him. I don’t want him to know me. I want to just disappear and move on.”

She shrugged away his touch. All at once she looked fragile, but the fierce set of her gaze and that pointed thrust of her chin made it clear she had not been defeated. If anything, what she’d survived had only made her stronger and more determined.

“To where, to what?” He had to grip the armrests of his chair to keep from touching her again. He wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her he would not abandon her, that he would always love her, and he would do anything in his power to keep her safe.

“I don’t know yet. It’s a big old Void out there.” She pointed out the window. “I seem to have a knack for banditry. Maybe I’ll do that.”

“Not if I have a say in it.” He found the thought of watching her walk away unbearable, and the thought of her in danger from a criminal lifestyle intolerable.

“Well, you don’t.” She lifted her chin dismissively.

He wanted to tell her that he loved her, but he feared he’d only make matters worse. He sensed in her a determination to find her own way in the Void without anyone looming over her shoulder.

“Come and work for me.” He had no idea where the words came from. Desperation, perhaps, he thought, because he would say anything to get her to return to Windmere.

She rolled her eyes and laughed, the first real laugh he’d heard from her. “As what? The house cripple?”

“With your skills? I’m thinking security. Since you seem to have a knack for breaking my security systems, I imagine you could also help improve them.”



Michael offered her a job and a place to start over, but what of Michael himself? He didn’t say he loved her. Didn’t say he wanted to be with her. Captor and captive became boss and employee. Her disappointment stung.

“Will I have my own money, my own place to live?” she asked, as if seriously considering his offer. She had so much to think about she felt swamped. Her head ached from the stress of the last few days, and her stomach flip-flopped from lack of food and the horrible stench they both gave off.

“If that’s what you want.” He shrugged with a dismissive air, as if it didn’t matter one whit to him where she lived or what she did, but she knew he was faking. Earlier, he’d been angry when she said she wanted to live as a bandit. He did care, but for some reason, he didn’t want her to know how much, and she wondered why.

Despite his disheveled state, he was still gorgeous, and she felt a bit foolish for thinking she could ever hold the attention of a man so legendary. She thought of all those dresses in his closets, and she wondered how many of those women thought they could be the one and only. Unwilling to follow in their delusional ranks, she kept her attention on practical matters.

“You’re not taking me back to keep me as a prisoner, are you?” She said the words with no expression, but she held her breath waiting for his response.

“No.” He maintained eye contact, but the golden-brown depths gave away the exact opposite of what he said.

Not fully trusting her newfound intuitive awareness, she narrowed her eyes. “If I wanted to leave, you’d let me go?” She swung the chair again, back and forth, watching his face as she deliberately opened herself up to the feel of him.

He clenched his jaw. “Yes. If you wanted to.”

Again, she felt the opposite of what he said. If she landed on Windmere, he would do everything in his power to keep her there no matter what he said, or what she wanted.

“I’ll think about it,” she offered evenly.

“Mary, I—” He cut himself off with a sigh. “I hope you’ll stay on Windmere. Whether you want to work for me or not.”

That, she believed. With a casual shrug, she said, “Might be a nice place to hang until I can get this cast off.” She lifted her gaze to his. “I have one last question for you.”

“Anything.” He spread his hands wide.

“What do you want from me?”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

“I don’t want anything from you.” As soon as Michael spoke, he took his words right back. “No, that isn’t true. I want everything from you. I want to be with you, Mary.”

“Why?” Suspicion darkened her gaze.

Holding back his true intentions would only drive her further away. He had to overcome not only his betrayal but also her lifetime of betrayal, and he didn’t think he could, but he would try. Even if he got hurt in the process, Michael vowed for once in his life to be vulnerable. When he struggled to put his feelings into words, Mary grabbed the back of her chair and wobbled to her feet.

“You’re brewing up quite a lie for me, aren’t you?” She shook her head and gave a derisive laugh. “You just keep playing me, and I just keep letting you. Well, not anymore. I’m done being tricked.” She turned as if to storm off, but her cast prevented her from doing much more than hobbling a few steps.

“I’m not playing you.” Using her unsteadiness against her, he pulled her resisting body into his lap. “I’m thinking of what you asked me. If you want an off-the-top-of-my-head answer, I’d say I want you on my world, in my bed, as part of my life. I want you to be my friend, lover, companion—” wife. He stopped short of that final confession.

She offered no resistance, no acceptance, so he nuzzled her neck as he pulled her close. Her long, strong and slender body fit perfectly into his embrace.

“You excite me, you vex me, you drive me crazy. You damn near crippled my entire empire single-handedly.” He pressed his lips to her ear. “I fear you, I admire you, I respect you, and I’ll do anything to be with you.” He turned her head and kissed her tightly compressed lips. With soft brushes of his fingertips, he tried to work her mouth open, but she refused. Pulling back a fraction, he whispered to her locked lips, “I’m not playing a game with you. I’m not trying to trick you.”

She closed her eyes tight and shook her head. “You came for Kraft’s ship, not me.”

Relief surged when he realized that’s what bothered her. He hadn’t given even half a second of thought to the ship.

“No.” He cupped her chin. “Look at me.” Reluctantly, she opened her lovely and painfully vulnerable eyes. “I came for you. I don’t care about this morbid shrine anymore. When we get back, it’s gone. I came for you.”

“I don’t believe you.” Her voice cracked.

What she said didn’t surprise him, but it still hurt. He didn’t need to be a reader to understand her fear of someone tricking her again.

“If all I wanted was the ship, I could have taken Whisper and gone on my way. Instead, I got myself arrested. Don’t you recognize the risk that I took?”

He could see her turn his actions around in her mind, looking for holes, looking for the joke. He let her, because she wouldn’t find one. There was no reason for him to do what he did unless he was after her. With a touch to her chin, he focused her gaze on his.

“Even if all I wanted was the shuttle, I could have stolen it and you’d never have even known I was there.” He traced his finger across her still tight lips, trying to work them open. “I could have sent down my guards, but I came for you.” He was desperate to get her to say something.

Her brows lowered as she considered.

“Your whole life, Emmet played one dirty trick on you after another—”

“So did you.”

Michael sighed, relieved that she’d spoken, but she’d not said what he wanted to hear. “I’m sorry you thought I intended to trick you, Mary. I just wanted—I needed to know you wanted me. Not Overlord, or Commander.”

“You ordered me to call you Commander.” Her eyes blazed.

It was a minor point just now, but at least she was talking to him. “And you called me Co-man-dur enough times to fill the mouths of a thousand elves.” His pointed comment and the lift of his brow made her drop her face to hide a little smirk that darted across her lips. He lifted her chin. “You had no respect for me until I made you.” His gaze fastened on hers. “I had no respect for you until you made me.”

She glanced away, then back, searching his face, for what he wasn’t sure, but she must have found what she was looking for because her tense stance softened.

“I guess as far as reassurance goes, we’re in the same boat.” Brushing her hair back from her face, he kissed her cheek. Relief and pleasure washed through him when she curled a bit closer in his lap. “Women have wanted me only because I’m Overlord. I’m nothing but a score to brag about. Plenty of woman have chased after me because of my money, my fame—”

“Your fabulous body.” Mary rolled her eyes. “What makes you think I’m not one of those women?”

“First of all, you didn’t know.” He cuddled her closer, and when she didn’t resist, the tension in him lessened.

“I didn’t know you were rich? I didn’t know you had a fabulous body?” Casting him a dubious glance, she narrowed her eyes. “What am I? Stupid or blind?”

He lowered his head close to hers. “Is that why you want me? Because I’m rich? Because of my body?”

She leaned closer, until their lips barely touched. “I want you because you do all the things to me you said I do to you.”

Her sudden intensity inflamed him. He wanted to complete the kiss, but he needed her to answer the promise he offered. He held very still as he whispered against her lips, “Such as?”

“You excite me. You frighten me. You confuse me. I’ve never met a man like you.” She closed the distance, kissing him lightly. “You lied to me, but I forgive you, because I think I understand why. I believe you when you say you came for me and not this ship.”

Michael withdrew with a smile. “Tell me more.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Apparently, you’re a knight in shining armor that you expect me to polish.”

He chuckled and kissed her quick.

“Insult to injury, you have a gigantic ego that apparently needs constant stroking.” Somehow, she didn’t sound like she minded terribly.

He wiggled his eyebrows. “That’s not all that needs constant stroking.”

“Never gonna stop with those lewd comments, are you?” She looked indignant for a moment, then smothered a grin with her hand.

“Do you want me to?”

“No.” She pressed him back in the chair and kissed him again. Wrinkling her nose, she pulled back.

“What?”

“We’re gonna be honest with each other, right?” Her face twisted into a worried frown.

“Yes,” he offered hesitantly, wondering what came next.

“Michael, you stink.” She pulled back farther and giggled behind her hand. “I mean, you smell like the floor of the tavern after a wild payday. I’m also certain I don’t smell that great myself after hiding under those foul prison blankets.”

“I thought I was the one with the advanced sniffer.” He’d been breathing through his mouth to avoid the stink they both gave off.

“Maybe your sniffer is overwhelmed. I know mine is.”

He scooped her up into his arms. “What to do, what to do?”



“I don’t think this is a good idea.” Mary balanced precariously on one foot in the lemon-yellow bathroom as Michael wrapped her cast-bound ankle with plastic wrap and duct tape.

“I think this will work.” He nodded proudly at the disaster on her right leg.

“I can’t wait to feel that tape rip out my leg hair when I remove it.”

“I didn’t think of that.” His careful wrapping of her cast had more duct tape than plastic. “But if it keeps the water out, we’re home free.” He smiled up at her. “You said you hate baths, and this is the only way I can think of to get you into the shower.”

“You seem very keen to get me into the shower.” She winked down at his earnest face. “I’m thinking you just want to get me naked.”

“Highly motivated,” he agreed with a glint in his eyes.

“Nemo liber est qui corpori servit.” She whispered the words and caught his gaze.

His eyes widened with surprise, pleasure and then stark-naked lust. “No one is free who is a slave to his body,” he translated. When he stood, he towered over her, and she had to crane her neck to look up into his eyes. “Nemo repente fuit turpissimus.”

With a grin, she translated, “No one ever became extremely wicked suddenly.” She considered for a moment. “I never said you made me wicked. You just woke my wicked side up, just like I woke you up.”

“You tugged the sleeping dragon’s whiskers.” He pulled her into his arms and buried his face along her neck, into the folds of her hair. “You awoke the dragon inside me. Once you had me wide awake after a year of chase”—he lifted his mouth to her ear—“without a single blade, you slew me.”

His hands, sliding and smooth, removed her shirt, her skirt, then slipped off the lacy black camisole. “If I am a slave to my body, then I am a slave to you, for you enslave me.”

She balanced herself against his shoulder as he undressed her. Mesmerized, she helped him remove every scrap of her clothing as her gaze held to his. Realizing she stood stark naked but for the duct-taped disaster on her right foot, she stifled an embarrassed giggle.

“You are very good at this.”

“What?”

As he helped her balance, he quickly removed his boots, socks, empty holster, his shirt and his trousers.

“I was going to say you were very good at shucking my clothes while keeping yours on.”

“Can’t say that now.” He pressed her against his warm, naked and hard body. “Should we brave the shower?”

She eyed the three-by-three space. Michael would take up most of it. She would have no choice but to hang on to him. Oh, the torture. “I’m willing to take the risk.” He turned the water on and pulled her below the spray. She gasped when cool water hit her warm skin.

“A Roman bath always started with a plunge into the tepidarium.” He looked down at her. “Lukewarm water always brings out the best points.” His nimble fingers stroked her breasts.

“Why are we taking a historical bath?” She huddled close.

“I was inspired by exchanging Latin with you.”

“I’m freezing.” Her teeth chattered.

“I can see that.”

Michael cupped her breast, stroking her tight nipple with his thumb. He placed his hot mouth upon the cool peak and she shivered at the delicious contrast.

With a groaning sigh, he pulled back.

“Next came the caldarium, the hottest room.” He turned the hot water up until steam swirled, etching vapor patterns on the flexiglass around them. “We should have washed up in the first cycle, but I’m willing to indulge you.”

“Should I kowtow to you now or later?” She arched her brow and gave him a suggestive wink.

Michael stroked his finger across her lips. “Later.”

She parted her lips and pulled his finger into her mouth. Biting down softly, she looked up into his face. Feeling wanton and bold, she swirled her tongue around his fingertip.

His eyes went wide, and he groaned out a startled sound of surprise.

Pulling his finger from her lips, she kissed the tip. “Are you still looking for a way to occupy my mouth with something other than speech?”

His eyes blazed brighter than a flash grenade. “Keep making lewd comments like that, and you can talk all you want.”

“How generous of you.” She nipped the tip of his finger, then trailed his hand down her body.

With an animalistic growl, he kissed her as he teased his strong hand between her legs. She was on the edge of climax when he suddenly stopped and drew his hand away. Frantic, she grabbed his arm, but he pulled back and smiled down at her.

“I’m not putting that fire out yet.”

Lifting her hand, she cupped him, but he lifted her hand away and gently shook his head.

“I’m not letting you put my fire out either.”

He took his time soaping her body, touching places she didn’t even know she had. Well, she knew she had them, but never thought of touching them the way he did. Taking a shower went from a utilitarian exercise to an erotic delight. She enjoyed every moment with him, even though her cast-bound foot complicated maneuvering. Soap bubbles made the lemon-yellow plastic floor slick, causing her to fall against him several times, but he didn’t seem to mind.

When they finished, he turned the hot water almost completely off.

“Now, the frigidarium.”

Cold water pelted down, washing away the light floral soap and part of his straining desire. It pleased her to note the icy water didn’t chill his ardor by much.

“Aptly named.” She shivered under the spray as they rinsed quickly, hands moving across goose bumps.

“Feel better?” He lifted her out of the shower and set her down on the closed lid of the toilet.

“I feel silly.” She shook her head at where she sat. “And naked.” She looked around for a towel.

“I can see that.” He held a lemon-yellow towel just out of reach above her head. “What will you give me for it?”

“What do you want?”

“Make me an offer.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “Hopefully something I can’t refuse.”

She smiled up at him innocently, leaned forward and took him into her mouth. What the cold water forced away, her hot mouth brought right back.

He dropped the towel with a shocked, indrawn hiss of breath and stumbled backwards. Slipping on the wet floor, he landed hard on his butt.

Mortified, she flung her hands over her face. “Did I hurt you?” She peered at him from between splayed fingers. She’d never done that before, but from what she’d read, and all the pointed flirting, she thought he would like oral sex. She must have done it wrong.

His eyes were wide with shock. “You surprised me.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. I won’t do that again.” She stumbled to her feet.

“No!” He stopped her with an upraised hand. “I just wasn’t expecting you to—you can do that whenever you want.” He shook his head, peering up at her from the slippery bathroom floor. “Believe me, your mouth didn’t hurt.”

“Then why did you flinch back?”

“What you did felt so good…” He trailed off and lifted his hands and shrugged. “You literally knocked me off my feet.”

“So, would that be an offer you can’t refuse?”

He flashed her that wicked half grin. “Oh, Mary, that would make me your willing slave.”

“I kinda like having you as my captive.”

“I’m beginning to see that.” He stood, dried himself off, and wrapped her up in a huge towel. He pulled her into his arms and carried her down the hall.

“Where are we going?” She ran a finger up his neck to tickle his ear. He rewarded her with a quickening of his breath and a lusty groan.

“Somewhere a bit less slippery and far more comfortable.”

He took her into one of the crew bunks close to the bridge.

Textured fabrics in vibrant jewel tones draped the ceiling and walls. Framed prints of exotic double sunsets and triple moonrises covered the wall by the bed.

“This isn’t—”

“This was Tan’s room.” Michael placed her on the wide bunk and sat beside her. “Miyoko Tan was a fighter and a flight engineer. I never met her, but she acquired quite a name and reputation for herself under Kraft’s command.”

He looked around the room, and she followed his gaze. The room was a contrast in extremes, from utilitarian to lush. Rich fabrics draped the bed while the closet was bare durosteel. There was a plush animal hide rug beside the bed, but the rest of the floor was battered neospring in plain brown. A faint essence of ginger filled the air.

“I think I would have liked Tan very much,” Michael said with quiet regard, “but if this ship and all its meaning—Mary, if any of this makes you uncomfortable in any way, we don’t have to—”

“It’s okay. It’s not my ship, my memories. Are you okay with… this?” She didn’t want him thinking of anyone but her. She’d been relieved when he didn’t take her into the room closest to the bridge. That spartan room had been Kraft’s.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he slipped her towel off and pressed her back into the bed. After he arranged pillows under her duct-taped disaster, he spooned along her body. Touching her face with gentle fingers, he brushed his lips softly against hers. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him tight.

Her water-cooled body warmed instantly under his touch. With consummate skill, he explored every inch of her with his seductive intensity. He breathed deeply against her neck as he murmured endearments into her ear. His strong hands brought her to a fever pitch.

Without warning, she pushed him away.

He frowned, confused.

Forcing him to his back with her hands on his shoulders, she kissed her way down his hairless chest. Teasing his bellybutton with her lips, she cupped his growing erection.

When she lowered her head and took him into her mouth, his body went rigid. After hissing a stream of sexy profanity, he placed his massive hand on the back of her head.

Gripping him with her fists, she teased the tip of him with the touch of her lips and tongue. She contrasted the tight friction of her hands to the slick heat of her mouth. He gasped, then lowered his hand to her chin and lifted her away.

“Stop. Please.” Michael drew her up until her mouth now rested against his. Frantic breaths between passionate kisses revealed his distress. She realized she wasn’t bad at oral sex. If anything, she was a bit too good at it.

He rolled her over onto her back.

She tried to angle him above her with her good leg.

“Greedy woman, slow down.” He laughed. “We have plenty of time.”

“I can’t help myself. I want—”

“I know what you want.” He kissed his way down her body and whispered, “Open to me, Mary.”

When she did, he placed his hungry mouth between her legs. With teeth and tongue, lips and fingers, he brought her to soul-shattering climaxes. Her whole body tingled with anticipation when he finally rose above her.

“You want what I want.” He filled her in a measured descent, moving deeper and deeper in deliberately slow intervals. For a big man, he was unbelievably gentle as he eased himself inside her body.

The press of his weight, the feel of his skin and the taste of his mouth were indescribable. Enthralled, she wanted Michael to continue forever. She could happily spend the rest of her life right here, in this bed, with this man.

Rocking her body to his with her good leg slung over his hips, she met him thrust for thrust, echoing the rhythm of his need.

Physically, he awakened her to a degree she didn’t think possible, but more than that, he opened her to a fierce emotional attachment. She loved him. Betrayal accepted, forgiven. She knew she would fight to protect him and even die for him if she had to.

Watching his face, she saw him close his eyes as tightly as he gritted his teeth. She knew he did so in a desperate bid to stave off his climax.

“Surrender to me, Michael.”

He groaned, opened his eyes and caught her gaze.

She grasped his hips, lifted hers and increased the dizzying pace.

His breath grew more ragged and strained. It thrilled her to realize she had such a profound effect on him.

“Surrender to me, Michael.”

Thrusting as if he couldn’t get deep enough, he slid his hands to cup her bottom and surrendered himself to her in a shuddering gasp.

He stayed rigid above her for a moment, and she waited for him to say those magical words again, so she could say them back, but he didn’t. He rolled to his side and pulled her with him.

Entwined, they lay pressed together as they recovered. Labored breathing finally slowed as sweat began to cool on their bodies.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked hesitantly.

She peered into his eyes. In a way, he did. She’d wanted him to say he loved her again, so she could tell him she loved him too. Realizing she could always say the words first, she admitted to herself she didn’t have the guts.

“You didn’t hurt me, Michael. I feel wonderful.” She stroked his face. “Did I hurt you? I think I hit you with my cast.”

Chuckling, he kissed her forehead. “You did. It’s a good thing you don’t have spurs on it.” He sat up and inspected her foot. “Looks like my contraption kept the water out.” He pulled at the tape. “Uh-oh. Looks like it’s holding fast.”

“There’s only one way to do this.” She closed her eyes and yanked the tape. Ripped-out leg hairs left a burning trail of pain across her calf.

Wincing, he peered at her with one eye. “You okay?”

Rubbing her calf briskly, she wadded up the mess and tossed it on the floor. “A minor price to pay for a Roman shower.”

“And a tryst with a Roman god,” he said with a leer.

“You and your ego!” She pushed him back playfully. “I’m surprised there’s room for me on the ship.”

He captured her hands and pinned her to the bed. “You love my arrogance.”

Before she could agree, he covered her face with nipping kisses and filled her ears with a slew of erotic words in damn near every language she knew.


Chapter Thirty

Since neither of them wanted to put their filthy clothes back on, Michael foraged through the ship in search of something to wear.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Mary smoothed the simple-cut blue enotex dress, which she had found in Tan’s closet, across her narrow waist with an unsteady hand.

“It’s fine.” Michael touched her shoulder. “That’s a good color on you.” And she smelled wonderful. For the first time, he could smell that indefinable scent of love emanating from Mary’s flesh. She hadn’t confessed her heart to him, but she may not have acknowledged the truth to herself, and he could wait.

“Almost matches my cast.” She offered a tentative smile that he echoed. “Now your turn.”

Finding something for him to wear proved more difficult since Kraft had commanded an all female crew. Even Danna, Kraft’s massive fighter, didn’t have clothes big enough to fit. Danna’s puffheat robe barely covered his ass.

Mary bit her lip to hold back giggles.

He couldn’t blame her. The robe went beyond fluffy and blue. It was sky-blue, baby blue, fluffy-teddy blue and really, really short. Michael looked absurd and he knew it.

“Go ahead. We agreed to be honest with one another.”

“You look right pretty.” Laughter erupted, and she clapped a hand to her face.

“You’re just jealous.” He tossed his head back, shimmying his body effeminately.

Tears gathered in the outer corner of her eyes. “You don’t look much like a Roman god now.”

“Catty, catty.” He shook his head at her but laughed. It amazed him how good he felt when he was with her.

“Hey, if we take one of the bed sheets, we could wrap it around you like a toga.”

“I could run around naked.” He reached for the belt that barely held the robe closed.

“Hmm. Too distracting.” She stopped him, touching the belt around his waist with a wicked glint in her eye. “At least this will keep my eyes from your fabulous body.”

“And you wonder why I have such an ego?” He scooped her up, holding her firmly encased in his arms. Her fragrance, vanilla-citrus-floral, held him captive without her lifting a finger.

“You can’t keep carting me around.” She clutched his shoulders. “Isn’t there an infirmary on board?”

“Sure. Fully stocked. Why?”

“Might there be a pair of crutches there?” A frown darkened her face. “And why is the infirmary fully stocked?”

“Long story cut short: when I was mourning Kraft, I used to get drunk and take Whisper out for rides.” He paused for a moment, remembering several narrow escapes. “Duster kept the infirmary updated with every drug, contraption and a plethora of medical staff on stand-by.” A bit embarrassed, he admitted, “My drunken foolishness is one of the main reasons Windmere has so many talented doctors.”

“Oh.” Surprised by his honesty, Mary looked away. “Well, that does explain a lot.”

The scent of burning flowers signaled her overriding fear that she was no more than a stand-in for Kraft. Nothing could be further from the truth, and he thought he’d finally convinced her. Mary’s past made it almost impossible for her to fully trust him. Even his blatant honesty felt like a lie to her.

“My obsession with Kraft is over.” Michael leaned down to kiss her, and after a brief hesitation, Mary kissed him back.

“I’m sorry for being so suspicious, but—”

He cut her off with a kiss. “I understand. Ask me anything and I’ll answer. Even if the truth hurts, or makes me look foolish.”

“Deal.”

He took her to the infirmary and set her down. “I’ll let you explore while I check the bridge.”



Sifting through the well-stocked infirmary, Mary found a metal cane. Once she caught the rhythm, she could move quite fast and the cane would make a handy weapon, if needed. Old habits died hard, she thought.

Michael seemed so sincere and earnest. She felt not a flicker of dishonesty, but she couldn’t completely trust her heart to make decisions for her head.

Hobbling her way to the bridge, she heard Michael talking to someone. As she got closer, she recognized Duster’s voice coming across the com.

“Harper said he’s good to go,” Duster said.

“Tell him to bag the issue. Mary doesn’t want anything to do with him.”

“She doesn’t want to know who her father is?”

The very idea shocked Duster, and Mary wondered why.

“Not at the moment,” Michael said. “She might change her mind. If she does, we’ll go looking.” His tone indicated he didn’t care to discuss the matter further.

“It might be in our best interests to find out,” Duster said.

She tensed. Why would her father matter to them?

“Mary asked me to drop the matter.” The tone in Michael’s voice made it clear that Duster should too. She heard his chair creak as he moved, and she angled closer to the door.

“Did you tell her you would?” Duster asked.

She peeked around the doorway to the bridge.

“No. But I am and so are you, so will Harper.” Michael glared at Duster over the audvid. “Are we all on the same page?”

She relaxed against the cool metal doorframe.

“Her father is important,” Duster argued. “Emmet’s not a complete fool. He’ll know you took her, and he’ll tell her real father Overlord abducted his daughter. Her father, being an IWOG officer, will redouble his efforts to reclaim her.”

What Duster said was true. And Emmet, scum-sucking scoundrel that he was, would make things sound worse than they were in an effort to save his own ass. She could well imagine him painting the picture that he’d fought valiantly to protect her only to fail in the end.

“Even if her father is the CEO of the InnerWorld Government, he can’t breach our security. We’ve fought them off time and time again.” Michael had that pathological assurance in his voice and she discovered she really did love his arrogance.

Duster conceded the point with a nod, but he still didn’t seem convinced. “What if Mary helped?”

“Helped?” Michael asked.

“Helped the IWOG civilize Windmere. She damn near did with her trick of plastering plastimirror on the plastimetal security bracelet.”

Her hand shot to her mouth. She held her breath, listening intently for Michael’s response.

“Mary wouldn’t help the IWOG at gunpoint. She didn’t know Jones would use her trick in a double-deal. She never would have done it had she known.” Assurance marked his voice, causing her heart to swell with his trust. She swallowed down the lump in her throat.

“Mary’s dangerous,” Duster said, his voice level and even. “She’s not just broken security, she’s smashed it to smithereens. Given enough time, I have no doubt she could sneak her way out of lockdown. I’m not willing to underestimate her again. She is a clear threat to the security of Windmere.”

She understood Duster’s concerns. If she had to fill his boots, she’d have the same doubts.

“I trust her,” Michael said calmly.

That silly romantic part of her heart melted at the firm conviction in his voice. She could tell he meant what he said, and she loved him even more.

“You trusted her before and look what she did.” Duster’s voice sounded colder than Ice Lake.

She pulled back, one hand clenched in a fist to keep herself from running in there and screaming at Duster. She hadn’t wanted to hurt anyone; she’d just wanted to get away. But now, she wanted to stay. She could have a life with Michael. All the things she’d ever wanted—companionship, acceptance, love—she could have everything with Michael.

“Duster, I thought you were on her side. Weren’t you the one who made sure she had enough time to escape in Whisper?”

Her eyebrows rose. Why had Duster helped her?

“I am, but I’m no fool. I wanted her away from Windmere not only to protect her from you, but also to protect you from her. You can’t bring Mary back and give her free rein. That woman could take over your entire planet if she were so inclined.”

“I’m not going to give her access to everything, at least not yet. She’s going to live with me and work with security to fix potential problems.” Michael leaned back in his chair, giving her a better view of Duster’s grim expression.

“Isn’t that akin to putting the wolf in charge of the hen house?” Duster finally noticed Michael’s robe. She could tell he wanted to say more than just, “Nice outfit.”

“Thanks,” Michael growled, straightening. “Mary isn’t going to come back as some kind of decoration. I have to give her something to do, or she’ll go nuts.”

She pulled back from the doorway, her mind racing. Did he mean to give her pretend work? Would she, in fact, be a prisoner again? Truth, like a rusty iron cup. Had Michael lied when he said she could leave Windmere whenever she wanted? Had he been willing to say anything to get her to go back with him?

She peered around the doorway again. Michael, despite the fluffy robe, looked fully in charge. His posture, his body language, even the way he faced Duster over the audvid, spoke of a man in control and comfortable with command. How could she trust him?

Duster cleared his throat. “I have something else for you.”

“Indeed?”

“Kraft is alive.”

Michael shot from his chair so fast he smashed his head into the curved window over the console. He crouched, rubbing the top of his head briskly.

She stumbled back against the wall behind her. The coldness of the metal seeped into her bones.

“Could you please close your robe and sit down?” Duster asked.

When she moved forward and looked around the edge, she saw Michael sitting in the pilot seat, still rubbing his head. “Are you sure?”

“Miller confirmed the report. Kraft is on Corona, running a legitimate transport ship, Prospect, out of Borealis.”

“How can he be sure it’s her?” Michael continued to rub his head.

“Who else is six-three, wears a modified katana to her left hip and has black hair twined in linen down to her butt?”

Michael leaned back in the chair, his face slack with stunned surprise.

Mary bit her lip, straining to hear every word and feel every nuance.

“Do you want me to send a Runner—”

“Don’t send anyone,” Michael ordered.

She pulled away from the bridge. Michael wanted to go himself. Of course he did. Just as he’d come personally for her, he would want to go personally for Kraft.

Mary considered her options. She could ignore what she heard and return to Windmere where, if Duster had his way, she’d become a prisoner, or worse, a woman in reserve, waiting to see if Kraft wanted Michael back. If Kraft did want him back, what would Michael do with her? Would he keep her on his world because she was too dangerous to set free? If Kraft didn’t want Michael, would he turn to her only by second choice, never fully trusting her, but keeping her like a dangerous pet and loving her by default?

Leaning against the wall, Mary closed her eyes and shook her head. “I can sit around and wait, or I can do something.” She glared down at her cast-bound foot. “You, you stupid thing, are making this ever so complicated.”

She hobbled away from the bridge, her mind working furiously, trying to override the pain in her heart. It didn’t take long to gather her supplies. Every breath of misgiving she had, she violently shook away by rocking her head side to side as she reminded herself, “I’m making the best choice.”



Michael sat on the bridge of Whisper, hands slack in his lap. Kraft. Alive. After all this time. “So you still grace the Void.” As if he held a glass of the best champagne, he lifted his hand to the window in salute. “Here’s to you, my unbreakable Kraft.” He took a mock drink.

The news was the perfect caper to a perfect day. He had Mary back and she loved him, and he had made wonderful love with her. Duster would get over his paranoia and accept Mary. And now, the woman he realized he’d never loved but only cared about still made her way in this complicated Void.

Knowing Kraft was still alive only strengthened his love for Mary, because he finally saw his supposed love for Kraft for what it really was: obsession. A pathetic bid to turn back time and change his past. What he felt for Mary was honest and true.

“Michael? Could you help me?”

Mary’s frightened voice rocketed him to his feet. He bashed his head again. Tossing an angry glance over his shoulder, he left the small bridge, hurrying toward the sound of her voice. Mary stood at the far end of the hall, balanced on a slim metal cane. She looked terrified, more so than he’d ever seen her.

“You okay?” He rubbed his head as he walked down the narrow corridor. The nubbly brown neospring was rough against his bare feet.

“I’m fine. Just something, well, weird is all.”

“What?” His heart sped up, and he wondered why Mary was so afraid. He wanted to get closer so he could read her scent, but as he drew near, she edged away.

“I wasn’t snooping, honest. I was just stretching my leg, and I found something odd in the shuttle.” She glanced nervously behind her. “Not the one we took, but the other one.” She pointed down the catwalk to the second shuttle bay. “I didn’t open the box because I didn’t want you to think I was being nosy, but, well, I did find this box, and—”

“Mary, calm down.” She was so agitated she jittered. “Just tell me what you found.”

Blushing, she stammered, “A small wooden box with your name on the lid. When I stumbled against the shuttle couch, the box fell out, and, well… why don’t I just show you?”

Intrigued, he padded barefoot into the shuttle. “Where is it?”

“Over there, under the couch.”

He bent down, searching the dark opening beneath the bench. “I don’t see anything.”

“I know. I lied.” She pressed a gun barrel to his neck and pulled the trigger.


Chapter Thirty-One

As Michael fell forward, Mary nudged him so he sprawled on the tiny shuttle couch. She tossed the injection gun aside and checked his vitals. His eyes were wide and his breath came in shallow pants as the drug immobilized him.

“You’ll have to trust me.” She arranged him on the couch, making sure the robe covered him. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Hobbling to the main console, she adjusted the shuttle’s trajectory and life support.

“You can hear me, but you can’t move. I’m sorry about that, but I can’t defeat you physically.”

She moved back across the small cabin to peer into his face.

“Duster’s right. I’m dangerous. You can no more trust me than I can you.”

His eyes sparkled in the glow from muted overhead lights.

“You are the most dangerous man in the Void, Overlord or not. Had I known as a bandit what I know now, I never would have liberated so much as a crumb from you.” She touched his face, her fingertips memorizing every feature, every plane. “I wouldn’t have dared to yank the sleeping dragon’s whiskers.”

He tried to speak but couldn’t.

“I not only yanked your whiskers, but I taunted you for a year because I thought it was funny, and there were few laughs in my world.” She offered him a bitter smile. “Pains me a bit to admit, but in retrospect, I did to you what others had long done to me. I played a nasty trick by plastering your Ollies like playbills throughout the Fringe. I didn’t stick around to snicker at you chasing your trackers down, but I knew you would.”

She kissed him softly, lingering on his drug-slackened lips. When she drew away, she had to blink back sudden tears.

“When I found 5K of goods just waiting for me, I thought it was a trap. I ran the job over and over in my mind, and I didn’t see a single hole in my plan. Until Nash jumped out of the middle of the goods. I didn’t anticipate that. I thought I was a dead woman. He sure seemed to take it personally. Then I found out I’d been caught by none other than Never-Fail Nash, a triple-platinum Runner. Someone wanted me alive. You did.”

She kissed him again, unable to help herself, and a sound like a moan grumbled up from his big chest.

“You could have killed me and been done with me, but you didn’t. I don’t know why. Had I known all along you were Overlord, would I have behaved differently?” She shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s a fact I know now. I have to take who you are into consideration. Whether you came for the ship or you came for me, you risked your own hide, and that speaks volumes.”

She straightened, clenching her fists to hold back tears.

“Thing is, Duster is right. You can’t trust me on Windmere.” She shook her head. “Given the right set of circumstances, I’d turn on you, like I’m doing now.”

A lone tear crawled down her face and she wiped it away with a clenched fist. “I heard about Kraft.” She didn’t look at him because she couldn’t bear to see love for another woman shining in his eyes. “She’s alive, and I’m happy for you, but miserable too.”

Finally braving a look at him, she couldn’t read anything in his face, but he shook his head slightly back and forth. She had to get out because the drug was starting to wear off.

“I’m taking Whisper. You called this ship a morbid shrine, and after what happened to Kraft here, there’s no way in hell she ever wants to see this ship again, so I’m stealing it.” Mary lifted her chin. “In return, I’m leaving you alive so you can go after Kraft. When you consider this later, you’ll realize that’s a fair trade.”

Mary kissed him, longer this time, because he responded. Weak, yet tugging, his lips caressed hers.

“I love you, Michael.” Dropping her head to his chest for a moment, she took a last breath of him. “I know you love Kraft. Maybe me too, in a way, but I think you love her more.”

Mary peered up at him. “I’m going to disappear. I could sit around and wait for you to make a decision, but I’d rather not. It’s high time I took charge of my own life and stopped living for other people. I’ve decided to go out into the Void and do as I please. How else can I ever discover who I am?” She kissed him again. His lips became more mobile, pliable and intoxicating as the drug wore off. Shocked at the taste of him, how quickly her own need rose, she pulled back.

“You see my choice is not to wait for you to decide. That is power I won’t give you.”

“Mary—” His voice came out weak and breathless.

“Hmm. I must go.” She stood, balancing on her metal cane. “There is a 20Mil bounty on your head. You wanted 600K in damages from me once upon a time. This ship is worth, at best, half a Mil. As I calculate, you are in my debt.”

She lifted his leaden arm and tapped information into his wrist com. “Duster will come for you. By the time he does, I’ll be long gone.”

Mary gave Michael a final kiss. “I’m making the best choice, for all of us.”

She left the shuttle. When she closed the door, the catwalk below her feet shook with resounding finality. She hobbled her way to the bridge as tears streamed down her face. Gingerly, she settled herself in the pilot seat.

On the trip to Taiga, she’d acquainted herself with the wide array of components on the main console and they no longer overwhelmed her.

She understood why Michael considered Kraft his hero. Her ship alone could level Pine Glenn in about ten seconds. Mary knew just enough about math, electronics, computers and speed to recognize the potential weapon in her hands.

Doubt overwhelmed her. She shook her head. “I’m making the best choice.”

Using a slipstream, she tapped Duster’s ship. He was thirty minutes ahead of her and locked on course to Windmere. Duster was also tracking her ship. After tossing up a prayer, she tapped in what she hoped were the right commands.

To her relief, she saw both of her shuttles tumble out into space as she kept Whisper on course. Over her slipstream tap, she heard the alarm sound in Duster’s ship.

Hissing a vulgar word, she abandoned plan A. Duster saw the shuttles right away. She slipped a compact of plastimirror out of her pocket and slapped the pliable metal to her wrist com. It bonded instantly.

Keeping one eye to Duster’s ship, she remotely tapped the shuttle controls and set each on a full-throttle course directly opposite Whisper as she turned her ship on a direct course away from Duster’s.

She’d made one target into three in the blink of an eye.

Duster had thirty minutes to intercept Whisper or the shuttles. Even though his ship had two shuttles, they wouldn’t have the range to pursue any target for long. Duster would have to decide which ship to chase, because he couldn’t go after all three. If he were monitoring Michael’s wrist com, he’d go for Michael’s shuttle. Or so she hoped.

She riveted her gaze to Duster’s ship as the wide scanner tracked its path. To her relief, Duster turned to intercept the shuttle she put Michael in.

“Sometimes, boot-licking toadies pay off.”

She grinned as she considered the main console. She had at least thirty minutes to disappear.

“And a whole lotta ways to make that happen.”



Michael had recovered by the time Duster caught up to the shuttle. He docked to the main hatch of Elusive Grace.

Fastening his short robe closed with a belt that barely spanned his waist, summoning as much dignity as he could, Michael left the shuttle and entered the main cargo bay where Duster waited with a compressed grin on his face.

Through clenched teeth, Michael muttered, “One word and I’ll not only make you wear this damn thing, I’ll make you eat it afterward.”

Duster seriously considered the threat and wisely said nothing. Straight-faced, he tossed him a bundle of clothes. “Four times now?”

“Don’t push me. I’m primed to push back.” Michael tossed off the second-hand robe and yanked on a pair of flax-colored work overalls. “Where is she?”

“Mary?” Duster asked with blinking innocence.

“Don’t get cute.” Whatever she’d injected him with had left him with a hell of a headache.

“Gone. And before you snipe at me, I didn’t help this time. Both shuttles launched from Whisper, then Whisper went full burn opposite my course.” Duster held his hands out as if to ward off Michael’s wrath. “Sensors indicated you were in the port shuttle, the starboard shuttle was empty, and Mary was in Whisper. I went after you.”

“She’s switched bracelets before. How did you know I was in the damn shuttle?” Duster had made the right call, but Michael was still furious that Mary bested him yet again.

“Shortly after the shuttles detached, your old wrist com on Mary went black.” Duster tapped the updated wrist com on Michael’s wrist. “This techno-wonder confirmed you were really in the shuttle.”

“And Mary?” He felt compelled to inquire after her safety even though he was peeved she’d tricked him again. It had to be love. Nothing else could make him feel this way. Simultaneously he wanted to wring her neck yet wrap her in the safety of his arms.

“She disappeared.”

“Mary made an entire ship disappear?”

“Yep.” Duster leveled his gaze. “I’m going to say this for the umpteenth time, and I hope you actually listen: Mary is dangerous. She not only made Whisper disappear, but she disrupted an entire quadrant. The only reason you were able to dock your shuttle to my ship is because she wanted you to.”

“How?” He pinched the bridge of his nose. Scary Mary, she of the dangerous mind and clever execution. He couldn’t wait to hear the details of how she’d foiled them all yet again.

“She detonated Whisper’s sensors like a bomb, flinging a shock wave of EMF in every direction. Every ship in the quadrant went black for at least a second, shields up or not. Your shuttle awakened because she shut the electronics down to protect them from the blast. Elusive Grace only survived because she forced us to shut down. When we got back online, she wasn’t there anymore.”

“Not even the wrist com?”

“All she had to do was cover it with plastimirror.”

He’d forgotten. Michael rolled his head back and glared at the ceiling. “That woman.” Her sneakiness, her cleverness, her amazing criminal mind intrigued him to a degree that stunned him.

“Mary is nothing short of intensely dangerous,” Duster said. “I don’t know what happened on Whisper, but it’s damn clear she wanted to get away. Let—her—go.”

“Same song as before.”

“And I’ll keep singing it until you hear me.” Duster sounded frustrated and exhausted. “If you haven’t grasped the truth, let me lay it out. You’re alive because that woman just couldn’t bring herself to kill you.”

“Remarkable Mary.”

“Scary Mary.” Duster nodded, dead serious. “You’re lucky to be alive. For whatever reason, she spared you.”

“Care to know why?”

Duster flashed him a tight, what’s-your-deal wink.

“She heard you about Kraft. Mary admitted she loves me, but she thinks I’m hell-bent to go after Kraft to declare my undying love.”

“Are you?” Duster asked pointedly.

“Do I look like I’ve been sitting around mourning Kraft lately?” Michael pointed to the discarded robe.

One look at the fluffy blue heap caused Duster to laugh. “When you got here, you looked like you were ready to have your hair set and your makeup done.”

“I asked for that. Point is that Mary’s convinced I’m hopelessly in love with Kraft, but I’m hopelessly in love with Mary. Everyone knows it for a painful, and at this moment, rather embarrassing fact. Everyone but Mary herself.” Michael shook his head with a sigh. “Can’t say I blame her. If someone did to me what Emmet did to her, I’d have serious trust issues too. And before you even remind me, yes, I jerked her around as well.”

“I didn’t say anything.” Duster spread his arms wide.

“You don’t have to. I know what you’re thinking.” Actually, Michael could smell what Duster was thinking. “I apologized to her.”

Duster lifted his brows. “I guess she didn’t believe you.”

“Actually, she did.” Michael was certain of her acceptance. He smelled love emanating from her body when they’d come together in Tan’s bedroom. He saw love in her eyes as she’d explained and said goodbye to him in the shuttle.

“Then why did she run from you?” Duster’s flippant tone grated on Michael’s already raw nerves.

“She didn’t run. She let me go because she loves me.” A small, sad smile lifted the edges of his mouth.

“You’re fooling yourself.” Duster laughed as he looked at the discarded robe.

“No, I’m not.” His sober tone stifled Duster. “Mary thinks I’ll be happier with Kraft.” Seeing a knowing smirk dart across Duster’s face, he warned, “Don’t you dare ask me if that’s true.”

Duster swallowed hard and gave him a razor gaze. “You play so much it’s difficult to know when you’re telling the truth.”

“Mary let me go because she loves me enough to let me love someone else. You said love is what you do, sacrifices you make. Look at what Mary did, and tell me I’m wrong.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Mary kept a careful watch on the console. Blacked out, she hung not more than thirty minutes from Duster’s ship. He couldn’t see her. She could see him. Once he’d intercepted Michael’s shuttle, Duster turned his ship toward Windmere. She waited until they went beyond her sensor range and then brought Whisper to life. She turned the one direction Michael would never consider.

“Right back at him.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

“This is ridiculous.” Michael tossed the reports to his desk and paced the cool marble floor in his office. “They should have found Whisper by now. Mary had to have sold the ship, because she doesn’t have the script to run it.”

“It’s gonna take time.” Duster sat with his feet up on the desk, sipping from a fresh cup of coffee.

“It’s been a month. The longer we take, the farther away she gets.” Michael fought to keep his frustration from showing, but he knew his voice and posture clearly conveyed his growing irritation. “How did she manage to vanish into thin air?”

“Because she doesn’t want to be found.”

Michael gritted his teeth. “That may be so, but she also doesn’t know everything she should.”

“So, you just want to find her to talk to her,” Duster said with a courteous yet patronizing tone.

“Yes.”

“Good gods, Michael.” Duster laughed. “You couldn’t even say one word with a straight face.”

“Fine!” Michael shook his head. “I want to find her because I’m so hopelessly in love I’m about to go out of my mind with worry. Now, can we move on to the part where we actually find her?”

“Nope. Not until you really fess up.” Duster sat up and planted his shiny boot-clad feet on the floor. “You’re not worried about her at all.”

“Since when did you become psychic?”

“I know you. You’re not worried about her. You want her.”

“Obviously.”

Duster laughed again, more heartily than before. “And I know Mary. She’s fine, broken foot and all. No one is gonna take advantage of that woman. Hell, Never-Fail Nash himself is so afraid of her he won’t go after her a second time.”

“When did you ask him?” Damn. Michael held on to Foster Nash like an ace up his sleeve.

“When she absconded with Whisper the first time.” Duster sighed long and hard, his laughter abruptly gone. “Best you hear the truth from me and not him, but I tried to pay him to find her and pay her off.”

“Pay her off?” Michael couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“So she wouldn’t come back.” Duster grimaced. “Don’t ask me what I was thinking. I’m not so sure myself. Anyway, Nash turned me down.”

“Money wasn’t good enough?” Michael would gladly pay millions to get Mary back. In the month she’d been gone, he’d been a bastard to be around, and no matter what he did, from brutal workouts in his dojo to brief and bitter showers in the locker room, he couldn’t shake his growing anxiety that he would never see her again.

“No money would be good enough.” Duster sipped his coffee. “Nash is afraid of her. Can’t say I blame him after what she did to his trigger finger, not to mention his nuts.” Duster chuckled. “By the way, don’t mention Nash’s injured nuts to him. Gets him rather—testy.”

Michael laughed at the pun, then sobered. It didn’t surprise him at all that Duster and Nash had a fearsome respect for Mary. Underestimating her was something most people did only once. Michael had to repeat the error until she damn near drilled it into his head with a real drill.

“Do you realize you, Nash and I total a solid eight hundred pounds of hulking male while Mary stands a slender one-thirty?”

“Yeah.” Duster nodded, taking another sip of his coffee. “Thing is, she’s got an arsenal in her skull.”

“You wouldn’t put your blades up against her?”

“No.” Duster checked his boots where he kept his blades ever ready. “If I snuck up on her, I could kill her from a distance, like a coward. Stab her in the back, literally. Face to face, hand to hand? I’d think twice, hell, maybe three or four times about taking her on. She’s slick. Scary Mary does things no one would expect.”

“Too damn smart for her own good.” Michael smiled at the irony of her abilities attracting him yet keeping her from him.

“That’s why I, and anyone with half a brain, think it would be wise to leave Mary alone.”

“You don’t want me to go after her,” Michael said flatly.

“No,” Duster answered, just as flat.

“I love her.”

“I know.”

“She loves me.”

Duster didn’t say anything as he fiddled with his cup.

Michael couldn’t stand the silence, or that scent of cinnamon pastry Duster kept giving off. “Just say it. I can damn near smell you edging up to wanting to say something so bad you’ll explode if you don’t.”

With a deep sigh, Duster set his cup aside. “Whether Mary loves you or not isn’t the point.”

“Why don’t you tell me the point.”

“She doesn’t want to be found,” Duster said, absolute conviction in his words. “A woman with a bright blue cast and dress, barefoot, hobbling on a cane, in a stolen ship that’s missing both shuttles, with a wad of plastimetal and plastimirror on her wrist, with no bonafides, no script—she should stand out like a thumb hammered raw.”

“Not Mary.” Michael fidgeted with the useless stack of reports scattered across his desktop.

“You got it.” Duster refilled his cup from the carafe on the desk. “Somehow—don’t you dare ask me how, because I haven’t a clue—she’s disappeared. We can’t find her. Not because we’re stupid or incompetent, but because she doesn’t want to be found. Mary is so freaking sneaky she could disappear in an empty room.”

Michael rubbed his hand down his exhausted face. “I need to find her.”

“You want to find her.”

Michael gritted his teeth. “Granted.”

“Let—her—go.” Duster enunciated each word with exaggerated patience.

“I can’t.” Michael would never stop looking for her.

“You won’t.” Duster clenched his coffee cup. “It seems to me that she has a damn good reason for disappearing.” He took a sip. “Maybe she doesn’t love you.”

“And maybe she does,” he snapped back without even thinking.

“Maybe is a big slippery slope,” Duster said reflectively. “It’s real easy to get sucked into the promise of maybe.”

“Isn’t it?” Michael stripped Duster with a razor gaze and a deep sniff. “Don’t foist your abandonment issues on to me or Mary.”

“I’m not.” Duster sounded offended and his scent changed from burnt chocolate to fresh baked bread.

“You’re thinking how noble you were for letting Diane go. All these years, all these resources at your fingertips, and you never once looked for her. You want me to make the same noble sacrifice for Mary.”

Duster clenched his jaw. “What I want you to do is wake up and see the obvious. Mary doesn’t want to be found.”

Michael started to respond, but Duster shook his head.

“Okay, look. That point is real clear, but let’s turn to what will happen if—and that’s a big, huge, hulking if—you actually manage to find Mary. What are you gonna do with her if you do find her?”

“I just want to talk to her.”

“You still can’t say it with a straight face.” Duster set his cup on the desk. “What are you really planning to do? Keep her prisoner? Force her to your bed?”

“You know I wouldn’t.” But then again, Michael wasn’t so sure. Something about Mary drove him to want to possess her, yet he wanted her to surrender to his control, and then trade places.

“Dunno. You’ve done some pretty strange things since you met Mary. You acted like a total jackass when you just thought you were in love with Kraft. Now that you really are in love, I have no idea what you’re capable of doing.” Duster lifted his hands as if to encompass the vast array of equipment and guards that Michael had at his disposal.

“I wouldn’t hurt her.” He wanted to touch her and watch her eyes fill with passion. He wanted to smell that compelling scent of her arousal again. He wanted to laugh with her. Be with her. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.

“You already did.”

“I didn’t mean to.” Michael paced again, desperate to dissipate his growing frustration. Anxiety exuded a pungent scent similar to onions from his body.

Duster considered his right hand and the battered platinum band that encircled his ring finger. “Let her go, Michael. If she wants you, she’ll come back.”

“Just because you’re willing to wait for someone doesn’t mean I will follow suit.”

Duster swiveled his gaze. “Diane made a choice. So has Mary. Let her go.”

“No.” Michael would never stop looking for Mary. If he could just talk to her and tell her the truth he’d discovered about his feelings toward Kraft, he knew Mary would understand. She said she loved him and he believed it. He smelled love on her as she leaned over him in the shuttle. She loved him so much she was willing to let him go so he could love someone else.

“You’ll end up hurting her.”

Michael turned away because he feared what Duster said was true.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Mary sank into the plush chair with a sigh. When the scantily clad waitress brought her drink, she tipped high, settled back and looked around like she owned the garish gambling hell called Robber’s Roost.

Hiding in plain sight had been a major pain in the leg. At first, she covered herself in a ragged dress with a huge veil and limped on a wooden cane like an old woman. She’d become a huckster, selling fruit with a shrill voice on Market Street in Borealis. She needed time to heal her foot, then get the cast off.

No one knew she had almost half a Mil in script in a money belt around her waist. She’d found a buyer for Whisper right away. Captain Conrad thought he could get the ship without paying. He’d found himself strapped to the pilot seat as she took his script and charged him an extra ten percent for hassling her. If Conrad had been looking for her, he never saw her in her first disguise.

Once the cast went bye-bye and her atrophied leg recovered, Mary dyed her hair vivid purple and dressed herself head to toe in dark purple clothes. Short boots of brushed leather ran to loose pants that gathered at the holster around her waist. Her weapon of choice was an IWOG officer’s pistol. It cost her a damn fortune, but just the deadly appearance of the weapon backed most down. A shirt of Dardinian silk billowed pirate-like around her. On her face, she plastered intense makeup that enlarged her eyes and purple lipstick that enhanced her full lips against pale skin.

Striking, she hid in plain sight. Everyone looked at her, everyone talked about her, but nobody associated her with the Bandit of Taiga or Remarkably Average Mary.

The first time she saw one of the wanted posters, she panicked and almost fled Corona. Quite a good likeness of her face, but the sketch showed the old Mary with the sad eyes and haunted look of one who’d been kicked around too many times. The warrant listed a slew of crimes, most of which she hadn’t committed.

Must be her IWOG father who posted them, because the warrants specified in no uncertain terms that she was wanted alive with a bounty of a Mil to whoever turned her in. That got lots of folks talking and looking, but they never glanced twice at the Purple Lady of Corona.

Rather than blending into the background as befitted one of her ilk, she deliberately drew attention to herself and made the roughest gambling hell, Robber’s Roost, her center of operations. She walked with a no-nonsense strut that put people on notice she wasn’t one to tangle with.

One big drunk, slurring how cute she was as he grasped and fondled her, found himself on the barroom floor in a rapidly expanding puddle of his own blood. After that, no one bothered her.

Right under the nose of the local law, she flaunted herself by demonstrating her fighting ability. They didn’t mess with her. Wasn’t worth the hassle to squabble over such a minor point on the Fringe. Lady alone had a right, even a duty, to protect herself.

Emmet said she’d never fit anywhere, IWOG or WAG. True enough, yet she fit right into the Fringe. Emmet couldn’t have coached her better for life as a Fringe player if he tried.

In a month, she managed to build quite a reputation for banditry as the woman in purple. Purple Lady of Corona. Mary thoroughly enjoyed her new nickname. She took pride in her work, devious as it may be, but she didn’t kill. She geared her tactical analysis not to kill.

“No reason to when you can just swipe the goods without them knowing,” she’d told the bartender one slow night. “Less ammo, hardware, and fuel because you don’t have to run away.” She winked. “Also, I like my boots. I’m not about to scuff them up running away when I don’t have to.”

She analyzed jobs in her head, considering every angle. Dealing with the dangerous Michael Parker had only sharpened her skills. Her mind was in hyperdrive. Not a single loophole slipped by her. She trusted no one.

At first, when she’d inquired about jobs, no one wanted to take the risk on her, not until she kicked the ass of a big drunk who’d gotten too handsy for his own good. Men and women both became more respectful, but still no job.

Finally, Captain Morgan, a haggard woman with pale gray eyes, agreed to hire her to run tactics on what she thought was a cakewalk job. For a paltry two percent, Mary pointed out three holes in the job at first glance. As she ran the job through her mind again, she found three more.

“Looks like a cakewalk over a burbling volcano,” Mary told the other woman. “Give me three percent, and I can double the take without a shot fired.”

Dubious, Captain Morgan followed her recommendations, and they’d swiped three times as much as they’d planned on, without a single shot fired.

“Told you I know what I’m doing.” Mary took her small cut and segued into another job on reputation alone. Within a month, she became a hot item. Want to run a sneaky job? Ask that Purple Lady over there.

She turned down more work than she accepted, and her standard rate per job climbed. Life was good. Except for one nagging problem.

Michael Parker.

For not being around, he certainly took up a lot of her mind, mostly at night when darkness filled her gaudy room above the hell. She waited for him to show up on Corona in order to reunite with Kraft, and she knew in her heart he’d never look for her here. Even if he did, he’d never find her.

She kept her eyes wide, looking for Kraft in the crowded streets of Borealis, but Mary never saw a woman six-three of dark and deadly Walkyrie. Never saw a ship named Prospect. She didn’t ask around either. Inquiries had a way of coming back on you.

Mary sipped her fancy water and cast her awareness out like a net into the chaotic jumble in the crowded hell. Sharp feelings of elation contrasted by misery caused her to reel in her awareness. Pungent wafts of liquor and greasy food had almost a soothing effect in their familiarity.

Michael might have already whisked Kraft away, or maybe Kraft had never been here at all. Mary kept looking and listening. More than anything, she just wanted to see Kraft. Mary wouldn’t dare speak to her. Curious, not stupid, she hid in plain sight and kept her eyes and ears wide. “And he’d never think to look for me here.” No. Not here where, if he came, he would look for Kraft, not her.

Late at night, she thought about Michael. She wondered where he slept and if he slept alone. She missed him. Her body burned for him and she found herself unable to assuage the need with her own hands. She thought time would blunt her desire, but time only sharpened her physical and emotional longing.

She missed his quirky half grin. The way he said, “Indeed” or “Granted” as if he conceded pawns in chess. The way he looked at her with his wicked golden-brown eyes as he said the most incredibly erotic things in the Void. His lips so close to hers until she begged him closer… Nighttime was hell. The more she tried not to think of him, the more she did.

Maybe someday, she’d look him up and see what happened with him and Kraft, but maybe she was better off not knowing. Safer not knowing. He would be safer if she stayed away from him.

Sighing, she kicked back the rest of her drink, slammed the glass to the table, stood and looked around. It was the usual crowd for a weekday. Couple of hard-core rich drunks at the bar arguing sports, couple of hard-core rich gamblers in the back trading fortunes, and the usual mix of WAG citizens, IWOG consumers and Fringe players.

Rough planks squeaked beneath her feet as she strode across the main floor of the hell. She decided to get another pleasure novel to distract herself for the afternoon. Just as swiftly, she decided to get a juicy novel so she could indulge in an afternoon of Michael fantasies.

“Looking for work?” A big, weapon-riddled man with coal-black hair and shocking green eyes kicked a chair out into her path.

She grabbed, spun, and straddled the chair all in one smooth motion. “That depends.”

He startled back. “On?”

“The job, how much, who for.”

“IWOG manufacturing plant. Fifteen percent of the take. You’ll work for me.” His pockmarked face was handsome in a harsh way. Underneath all the weapons, he wore clothing made of duratel. Rumor had it the fabric was effective against laser blasts. The tightly woven cloth sparkled multicolored under the dim lights, making him glitter like a holiday ornament.

“And you are?” She looked him over, trying to decide if he could be trusted, at least as far as someone could be here.

“I didn’t get your name,” he said coldly.

She smiled. “I guess names don’t matter so much.”

“I guess not.” He returned her smile, flashing white teeth, obviously straightened and bleached. He could be ex-IWOG, not that his origins mattered much out here on the Fringe.

“What are you looking at on this job?” She leaned forward in the chair and took an unobtrusive sniff of him. He smelled like gun oil and metal. No cologne or booze. Good sign.

“Quarter Mil.”

“Yeah-huh,” she said, unimpressed. “We’ll see.”

“You pull this off, and my captain might want you full time.”

“One job at a time.” She winked. “You’re not the captain?” It gave her a moment’s pause. The captains had always approached her. She let her awareness flow out around her, but she didn’t feel anything off in the folks around them.

“No. Recruiter.” He smiled again, trying to reassure her, and maybe flirt, but his grin came off a little creepy.

“Before I decide, I’ll need to see your ship, inspect your crew and meet your captain.” She stood.

Green Eyes nodded, following her up. “Seems fair enough.” He motioned her forward. “After you.”

“Don’t play the dandy on my account.” She lifted her hand to the exit. “You know the way.”

Forcing a smile, he took the point position and led her out of the hell, making a fine shield. Once in the chaotic jumble of the afternoon streets, he slowed his pace in an effort to bring her up to his side, but she insisted on following him to the ship port. With a mocking country-simple voice, she said, “I’m a woman who knows my place.”

He laughed, turned and saw she rested her hand over the butt of her IWOG officer’s pistol. He stopped laughing, broke stride with a fumble, righted himself and led her deeper into the spaceport.

The stench of fuel and recyc forced her to breathe through her mouth, but her surreptitious gaze darted everywhere, looking for Kraft, Michael, a host of other folks.

Following within the yellow walkways, Green Eyes led her to a battered rust-bucket that looked like one hard landing would disintegrate it.

“What’s holding this thing together?” she asked as they approached the hatch. “Spit, bailing wire and bubble gum?”

“She’s solid.”

He led her inside, and she instantly shifted her opinion. The outside was just for show. Updated wall coms gleamed at every corner, and smooth durosteel walls made minimal friction under her fingers. Grippy blue neospring floors cupped her boots and the ship smelled good, kinda minty. She smiled. IWOG, WAG, or Fringe player, not a soul would look twice at this ship because of the outside.

“Hiding in plain sight.” Mary breathed the words to no one in particular.

“What?” He cast a gaze over his bulky shoulder.

“Sliding into night. It’s getting dark. You planning on running this job tonight?”

He nodded and turned, leading her deeper into the ship. Her hackles rose again when he took her to the bridge. Not a wise move on his part. Something just didn’t track about all of this, but she decided to stick around and find out what.

On the bridge, she found all the slick electronic tricks of Whisper, but these were newer. “Nice. What’s your crew?”

“Six fighters, a pilot, two engineers, a cook, a doctor and the captain. And you, if you take the job.”

“Trained fighters?”

“Deadliest men in the Void.” He flashed her that semi-creepy smile again.

“We won’t need them.”

“We won’t need fighters?”

“Not to fight. They’ll be moving goods. Have them dress… accordingly.” She flicked her chin toward him. “Not like you.”

“What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?” He drew himself up, clearly offended.

“You’re so wrapped in weapons you can barely move.”

He looked down at himself. When he did, she tapped one of the nearby keypads. “Elusive Grace is an interesting name for a ship.”

Sluggish because of all his gear, he lurched forward to wrest her from the console. She stepped away, turned and dropped one hand to rest lightly on her pistol. “Don’t get your britches in a bunch. I was just checking.”

He glared. “You taking the job or not?”

“So far, everything looks good.” Keeping her pistol hand ready, she looked around the bridge again. This ship hid in plain sight. Intriguing. She felt an instant kinship.

Turning her speculative gaze to Green Eyes, she tried to read more into him. “You’re not in charge here. You’re a fighter and you don’t like the idea of not fighting.”

Bristling like a trapped musk-squirrel, he narrowed his eyes. “No. I’m not in charge. Neither are you.”

“Yet.” She turned casually and ran her finger along the top of the pilot’s chair. Despite the rich leather, the pilot chose to cover the seat in ratty sheepskin with fringes of leather covered in beads and pins. “A man’s lifetime in mementos. Your pilot…”

When she trailed off, Green Eyes automatically supplied, “Rourke.” As soon as the name left his mouth, he clenched his jaw and his face turned red.

“Rourke considers this his ship, doesn’t he?”

Green Eyes took a slight step back, just enough to alert her to the truth.

“Rourke is not the captain but the pilot who feels he owns the Elusive Grace.”

He lowered his brows. “You want this job or not?” He puffed himself out, expanding his chest like a strutting peacock with enough weapons strapped to him to level Pine Glenn at least once. For him to challenge her in close quarters with her hand on her gun was absurd. If he flickered toward a weapon, she could blast his head apart.

“You don’t play poker, do you?” She laughed, her eyes never leaving his face.

He pulled back again. “What?”

“If you do play poker, stop. If you don’t, do yourself a favor and don’t start.” She shook her head, drew her pistol and aimed the barrel at his right eye. “You have the worst poker face I’ve ever seen.”

Up, ever so slowly, went his hands. The man was so saturated in weaponry he couldn’t raise his hands to his shoulders. Both hands hovered about mid-chest.

“You think you can just lure me in here and apprehend me?” She cocked the gun, her aim never wavering. One twitch of her finger and his right eye would explode into a nasty mess in a small space. “I think you need to change your opinion of me right quick.”

Holding him at bay, she tapped the console again, but everything went black. She darted a dark glare to Green Eyes, who smiled so creepily she lowered her pistol to his crotch.

“Keep smiling, pal, and I’ll make you a eunuch.”

The smile slid right off his face. His eyes widened, and he gave an audible gulp.

“I want to talk to the captain.”

He looked around in panic, as if waiting for orders that weren’t forthcoming. It alerted her to the fact someone was listening to them.

“Now.” She said to the air. “Or I start at his kneecaps and shoot my way up.” She lowered her aim to his right kneecap. “I can shoot pieces off your lackey for a good thirty minutes, Captain. We can avoid such a mess and wailing screams by conversing. You talk to me, or things are just gonna be nasty all the way around for everyone involved.”

The bridge door closed and locked.

“Bad idea. Open the door or I’ll ground your ship, and then I’ll blow weapon-boy free of kneecaps.” She eyed the console to see where the most effective blast area might be.

The door to the bridge opened with a quiet swoosh.

Waving him out with her pistol, she forced Green Eyes to walk in front of her. “Fetch, boy, find the captain.”

He stalked down the hall to a wall com. “Sir?” The door opened, and he sneered as he swooped his arm to the room like a game show host. “After you.”

“Not in this lifetime, pal.” She waved her pistol. “You first.”

Bristling, he entered the room with his hands still up. She entered behind him, using his body to block the target of hers. She peeped around his shoulder and her heart almost stopped beating.

“Hello, Mary.”

Recovering quickly, she lifted her chin. “Michael.”

Motioning her pistol at Green Eyes, she ushered him out of the room. She closed and locked the door, keeping her gun trained on Michael while she disabled the com. She hoped he couldn’t see that she shook in her purple boots.

Michael gave her that crooked half grin as he leaned back against his desk. He looked exactly as he had when she’d first seen him. Red silk. Black leather. Seven solid feet of male.

He nodded to her right foot. “Nice to see you mobile again.”

His velvet-gravel voice charged her body with sudden desire, causing the pistol in her fist to tremble.

“Guess I owe your doc for that. I think my ankle works better now than it did before.” She sounded far more casual than she actually felt. When she took a deep breath to steady herself, all she could smell was citrus and pine and it only increased her anxiety.

“You’ve made quite a name for yourself here. Or rather, quite a reputation for a woman who won’t give her name.”

“What’s in name?” She lowered the pistol because she didn’t want him to see how badly she shook from adrenaline and longing.

“Indeed.”

She shivered at that one word. She tried to cover by looking around. The room was a miniature version of his office on Windmere, except the paintings were fastened more securely to the walls, the floor was covered in grippy neospring, and his important desk was metal and bolted to the floor. Two curved benches flanked it and he stood between them, leaning casually against the edge of the desk.

“What do you want, Michael? I don’t think you brought me here to hire me for a job.” She feared he’d orchestrated this in order to take her prisoner again. As much as she found the idea erotically appealing, she didn’t want to lose her freedom or become his captive while he loved another woman.

He straightened and walked toward her.

Panic compelled her to lift the pistol. “I don’t think so. In fact, why don’t you just sit yourself down?”

“You’re not going to shoot me.” He moved back to sit on the edge of the desk.

“Not unless you give me a reason to.”

“Mary, Mary, quite contrary. How does your garden grow?”

“Why do you keep saying that to me?” A flush crept up her neck. Could he smell her desire and fear from there? She took a step away from him in case he could.

“It’s a rhyme from Earth. I probably should stop saying it since you are the Bandit of Taiga. Purple Lady of Corona. My captive and captor.”

“I’m Remarkably Average Mary No-last-name.”

“Shall I count the ironies?” He laughed. “You are Scary Mary to my planet, my moons and the bulk of my influence. You have terrified my people. As much as they respect me, they respect you.”

She straightened with pride. Respect was a hell of a lot better than folks underestimating her.

“How did you find me?” she asked, when she really wanted to know why.

“I didn’t. Nash did.”

“Funny, I didn’t see him.” Mary would have remembered seeing his blond bulk hulking around Borealis.

“That’s because he’s afraid of you. He agreed to find you, but refused to apprehend you.” Michael laughed. “You terrified a triple-platinum Runner. The notorious Never-Fail Nash.” Michael sounded impressed.

“I thought his balls would have recovered by now. Oh, yeah, and his finger. Guess the pain still lingers.”

“You do have a way of sticking in a man’s mind, Amazing Mary.” His eyes blazed almost feverishly bright.

“If you must call me names, I find I prefer Purple Lady of Corona.”

“Fitting.” His gaze wandered leisurely over every inch of her. “You look absolutely wicked. Nothing like the woman brought to me as a captive three months ago. Nothing like the woman I surrendered to.”

She shivered under his hot and wanton gaze. A thousand lusty dreams of binding him to her bed flashed through her mind, but she pushed them aside. “So, where is she?”

“Who?” He looked genuinely perplexed.

“Don’t jerk me. Where’s Kraft?” All at once, she didn’t want to know, because she thought Kraft might be on the ship, maybe even watching this exchange. Would Kraft be jealous of her time with Michael and want some kind of revenge for what she’d done with Whisper?

“I don’t know. I didn’t go looking. I’ve been looking nonstop for you.” He touched some reports on his desk. “You are so very clever. You went to the one place I never would have dreamed of looking for you.”

She wanted to believe him so badly she trembled. “Then how did you, or rather fraidy-cat Foster, find me?”

“I’m always looking for recruits. I hire only the best and brightest. I heard about you, Purple Lady. I had Foster check you out. Lo and behold. Foster couldn’t believe you were under all that makeup, but as soon as I saw a scowl on your face, I knew the Purple Lady was you.”

She knew there was more to that story, but she let the particulars slide. “I suppose you want Whisper back.”

“You sold the ship.” He settled himself on the desk, drawing one leg up and draping his arm around his knee. The motion tightened the black leather around his crotch, giving her a spectacular view. She had to practically wrench her gaze away. When she looked up to his face, he arched a brow and winked. Christ! He knew exactly what kind of effect he had on her.

“Is that why Kraft didn’t want you back? Because I stole her ship from you and sold it?” Her vicious tongue didn’t so much as poke his anger.

“I never asked. Like I said, I didn’t go looking for her. I don’t love her. I love you, Mary.”

Her heart raced with anticipation, but then filled with dread. “You about jumped out of your skin when Duster told you she was alive.” Her voice sounded accusatory, but she couldn’t help herself. He’d been so happy he’d bashed his head into the bridge ceiling when he’d shot from his chair.

“Am I glad she’s alive? Yes. Do I want her back? No. I never really had her. She never loved me, and I finally realized I never loved her.”

“I thought—”

“I know what you thought.” He lowered his leg and leaned back, his big hands spread wide to balance him. “You thought I loved Kraft, and even though you loved me, you let me go so I could chase after her. I appreciate the sacrifice, but you made it in vain. Mary, you are the only woman I’ve ever loved.”

The earnest passion of his words and the look in his eyes convinced her to believe him in a profound rush. It frightened her how much she wanted to fling herself into his arms and confess the longing in her heart.

He moved forward, but stopped when she shook her head and narrowed her eyes.

“That’s very sweet how you’ve summed everything up, but that doesn’t explain why you kept her ship.”

He slumped back, as if dejected by her continued questioning. “Her ship was like a time machine. In my mind, I thought if I could go back to when I started, before all the bad decisions, I could start all over. I could get to my goal without hurting innocents.” Apparently frustrated and desperate to explain, he leaned forward again. “Crazy, I know. I thought if I could hold on to Kraft, I could change my past and somehow hold on to my youth.”

Golden-brown eyes cast her a pensive gaze, begging for understanding and acceptance. For such a physically powerful man, he seemed suddenly vulnerable, like a little boy admitting the bullies pushed him down and stole his candy.

“You’re not that old,” she said flippantly, rolling her eyes, hoping to take a few notches off the intensity scale.

He chuckled. “I felt old. I felt imprisoned on my own world by my own hand.”

“Pretty plush prison,” she pointed out.

“Still a prison. As they say, money buys many things, but it doesn’t buy happiness. I had everything I thought I’d ever wanted, but I hated myself for what I’d done to get it.” He hung his head in shame. “I killed people, took advantage of innocents, drove myself and everyone around me in the pursuit of a freedom that ended up imprisoning me.” With a self-deprecating laugh, he shook his head and finally met her gaze. “I turned my mind to puzzles as a way to keep occupied and cope with the boredom.” A sudden wicked smile graced his face. “And then I captured myself a sneaky bandit who turned everything upside down and inside out. Right out from under my nose, you stole my heart.”

Mary chewed thoughtfully at her lip. “Seems only fair.”

“Indeed?”

“You’ve been holding my heart captive.”

He smiled and took a step toward her.

She backed off. “Don’t.”

He looked heartbroken when she pointed the gun at him again.

Swallowing hard, she tried to keep her tears at bay. “I love you, Michael, but you can’t trust me.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Her tear-filled voice compelled Michael to sweep her into his arms and kiss away the last of her doubts. But Mary wouldn’t be that easy. Nothing about this complex woman came easy. He found her spirit just one of the reasons he loved her. From wily bandit to the woman he didn’t even know he searched desperately for, she embodied a Pyrrhic victory. To claim her, he would have to surrender the full of himself. Before, the idea alone would have terrified him, but Michael welcomed being vulnerable to Mary.

He gave his voice a low, seductive growl. “You’re not going to shoot me.” Slow and deliberate, he unbuttoned his shirt. His motion had the desired effect.

Distracted, she lowered the pistol. She watched for a moment, her eyes wide, and then she shook her head. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m showing you my weapon.” He winked and flashed her a grin. When he took a deep breath, he smelled balsamic perfume on her skin, but the floral-citrus-vanilla of love overpowered her subtle cologne. Far off, he detected a slight note of earthy fear.

“You keep your pants on, Mister Parker.” Panic permeated her voice and scent.

He uttered a delighted chuckle. “Not that weapon.” He dropped his shirt to the floor. “Odd.”

“What?”

“You’ve had so many opportunities to kill me, but you never do.” He unbuttoned the waistband of his pants.

Lifting the gun, she blurted, “I will if you don’t stop undressing at me!”

He barely refrained from laughing. Her breath came in short gasps. Her scent became a jumble of desire, fear, curiosity, and confusion, with love tugging like an undertow.

Holding his hand over the promise of his fly, he caught her gaze. “Order me to rip my pants open, Mary.”

Licking her lips, she almost did. “I’m not here for—to—no!” Her gaze darted around the room. “Is this some kind of twisted entertainment for your crew?”

“We’re locked down in here. They can’t see us, can’t hear us. If the need”—he paused with a grin—“arises, they can speak to me. Otherwise, we are in effect alone.”

She licked her lips again, checked the disabled wall com, then eyed his wrist com.

“It’s set to receive only.”

“You’re crazy. I could kill you.”

“Granted.”

She shivered at the word. Her desire blossomed to that full blood orange. Longing to surrender, she fought desperately for control.

“You could kill me, Mary, if you wanted to. Start at my kneecaps and blast your way up.” He paused for effect. “But I know you don’t want to. Actually, I know you can’t. You love me. Not only that, but you want me.” He breathed deeply, rolling her taste over his tongue. “I can smell your need.”

“Stop sniffing me.” She stepped back in an effort to hide her scent. “That’s cheating.”

He laughed gently. “Indeed.”

Again, she shivered at the one word, and her scent of wanting increased.

“You’re wet, and you’re having an increasingly difficult time keeping your gaze off my now very hard cock.”

Her guilty gaze leapt to his face. She scowled. “It’s not my fault you go around displaying yourself like some kind of tawdry pleasure slave.”

Flashing her a wicked smile, he winked. “You want me as your thrall.” He sniffed again, reading a deeper truth in her scent. “You’ve thought long and hard about having me at your mercy, being at mine. Captive and captor is a compelling duality, isn’t it?”

She backed all the way to the closed door. Panic flooded her scent when she realized she’d locked herself in with him by disabling the com.

“I trust you.” He lifted his palms and opened his arms.

“Is that what this song and dance is?” She waved the pistol around. “You’re trying to show me you trust me? With what? Your fabulous body?”

“You really think it’s fabulous?” Checking himself over, he postured and preened, giving her a good look at his sculpted muscles. Three months of brutal workouts had put him in top shape. All he wore was a pair of straining black Byzantine leather pants with the top button undone, like a pointed invitation to check out the enticing package below. A package she couldn’t stop glancing at.

Jerking her gaze back to his with a grunt of frustration, she rolled her eyes. “You and your ego, I swear, you are—”

“Let me lay this out for you.” He lowered his voice to a seductive growl and lowered his thumbs to the belt loops of his waistband. His movement once again drew her gaze to his crotch.

She fought off an embarrassed giggle as she yanked her gaze to a spot just over his shoulder.

“I’m at your command.” He wanted to be naked, to be as vulnerable as he could, but he stopped when the promise of his nudity unbalanced her.

Her gaze darted to his. Spiked purple hair and rich purple makeup only emphasized the soft vulnerability in her velvet-brown eyes. She looked dangerously tough, yet her scent revealed her truth. She loved him. And he wanted a lifetime to lose himself in the compelling complexity of her rich, emotional scent.

“No one can hear us, no one is going to bust down that door to save me. You’re the only one in this room with a gun.” When he nodded to the IWOG officer pistol gripped in her fist, he noticed she’d flicked the safety on. His heart beat faster. “You can do anything you’d like with me.”

Mary involuntary looked him over again, a flush washing up her face as she did.

“I could fight you for control.”

She swallowed with an audible click.

“I could disarm you, turn that gun on you, make you my captive again.” He winked. “I’m thinking you wouldn’t be all that opposed.” His suggestive demeanor tweaked her anger enough to force a reaction.

“You are still so full of yourself.” She pointed the gun at the curved bench bolted to the floor at the side of his desk. “Sit.”

“Authoritative. I like it.” He not only sat but helped her bind his hands behind his back with his own silk shirt. “Bondage.” He uttered a lusty moan. “How kinky.”

In her trembling haste, she didn’t bind him very well. He could free himself in a matter of seconds from the loose silk around his wrists, but he found the sensual appeal of her capture too enticing to break out of just yet.

Licking her lips, she leaned against his desk to consider his position. “You just sit there till I decide what to do.” Her eyes were over-bright as her gaze went from his bare feet to his face, lingering for a long pause on his now straining fly.

“Take your time.” He puffed out his chest and leaned his head back, flexing every muscle in his body. Desire and love, the compelling, confusing scent, wove around both their bodies in a thick web that drew them closer.

“You still think you’re in charge, don’t you?” She planted a purple boot-clad foot on the bench, right between his knees.

Aggressive. Fierce. But the scent of love and longing became so cloying he had to breathe through his mouth or he would simultaneously climax and pass out.

“If you can handle command, you’re in charge.” Michael pushed just the right button.

“If I can handle command?” Mary straddled his lap, pressing herself tight against his throbbing erection. “Perhaps I should test your level of restraint.” She rocked her hips and dropped her lips close to his. “You seem to enjoy teasing me. Let’s see how much you enjoy—”

Pressing forward, he aggressively kissed her from his submissive posture. She responded, eager and wanton, then pulled back, a shocked scowl on her face. Her scent became smoky when she realized he’d goaded her into doing exactly what he wanted her to do.

“You bastard.” She climbed off his lap.

“Prime Bastard.” He nodded, grinning. “If you must call me names, I find I prefer that one.”

Shaking her head with the hint of a smile, she ruffled her spiked purple hair. “You can’t stand not being in charge.”

“As a general rule, no. I like being in charge.”

Looking right into his eyes, she took off the holster around her hips, dropped the clutch of weapons to the floor and then removed a thick money belt. She toed off her boots, socks, and slid down her smooth dextex pants. A brief glimpse of black lace panties compelled him to give an appreciative wolf whistle.

“Like them?” She lifted her shirt to display her black lace-clad hips.

He nodded enthusiastically.

“Every time I wear them, I think of you. Actually, every time I dress or undress, I think of you. Three months, Michael. I’ve been thinking of you for three long, lonely months. And I’ve realized I have a vivid imagination. You woke something up in me. Captor and captive. Very powerful. I find I like both.”

She slid the black lace panties off and tossed them aside. All she wore was a Dardinian silk shirt of vivid purple that danced around the curve of her rounded bottom.

He wanted to rocket from the bench, pin her with the full power of his body and take her hard and fast on his desk.

Reading his mind, Mary walked forward and put her hand on his chest. “You best sit still. So far, I’m finding your powers of restraint severely lacking.” Straddling his lap, she wrenched open the rivet buttons on his fly. “I see you like this game so far.”

All wet, hot and slippery, she pressed herself to him.

Hissing, he almost fell off the bench. His bound hands clutched the back of the padded seat for support.

“Almost sounds like you’re in pain.” She rocked herself against him. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”

Not trusting himself to speak, he shook his head, desperate to control himself as she slid against him with slow and wanton grace.

She wrapped her hands around his shoulders and pressed her mouth to his ear. She didn’t speak but only panted, soft and seductive, in short gasps that drove him out of his mind.

When he lifted his hips to meet hers, she stopped moving.

“Hold still, Michael.”

Groaning, he rolled his head back. “Mary, please.”

“Please what?” She lightly teased his neck with her teeth and tongue.

“Finish what you started.”

“Finish?” She chuckled to his ear. “I haven’t even started.”

She continued to rock slowly, sliding her clit along him. Clutching with frantic hands at the back of the bench, he tried to hold still. Faster and faster she went. Slick and hot, she rode along the full length of him.

“Mary.” He gasped her name out on a long sigh.

She tilted her face up, cupped her mouth to his ear and panted his name like a chant. Grabbing his shoulders, she rocked with growing intensity and gave a low, throaty growl when a sharp orgasm ripped through her.

The scent of her pleasure almost pushed him over the edge. He hung on by filling his brain with random trivia and gripping the back edge of the bench. “Where did you learn that?”

She caught her breath, panting against the shell of his chest, and murmured, “Books.”

“I am a damn proud book smuggler.”

She rested against him for a moment, then pulled back and looked right into his eyes. Teasingly slow, she slipped her tongue to his mouth. “Are you ready, Michael?”

“Ready for—”

In one smooth motion, she impaled herself on him with a shuddering gasp. Slick heat engulfed his straining cock. The intense pleasure of her grasping core caused him to utter a cross between a bellow and a growl.

“Don’t move or I’ll stop.” She took his face in her hands and looked right into his eyes. “I’m in charge this time.”

Rotating her hips in a tight circle, she clutched his cock even tighter. Her eyes were half-closed, slightly unfocused, dazed, and dreamy.

He didn’t dare move. He had to grit his teeth to control the overwhelming urge to thrust his hips. The silk that bound his hands began to chaff. He wanted to work his way out but the silk of Mary bound him to hold still.

“Very good.” Placing her hands on his shoulders, she lifted and lowered herself with excruciating slowness. “Am I hot enough for you? Tight enough? Wet enough?”

Her intense gaze, her whispered voice, her wicked questions, and the rich scent of her caused his penis to twitch within her.

“You moved.” She began to climb off him.

“Granted.” He begged her back with his eyes.

She shivered, smiled and again raised and lowered her body to his.

When he grimaced and grasped the back of the bench hard enough to bend it, she grinned. And stopped.

Through gritted teeth he ordered, “Untie my hands.”

“What’s the magic word?” she asked teasingly, rotating her hips. A skewer of tight pleasure swirled down the straining length of him.

“Please.”

“No.” She smiled and rocked slower, letting him come almost all the way out of her before she plunged down again.

Sublime torture. The scent of love and desire rose to a peak he thought he’d passed long ago, but Mary worked his need higher. Just when he thought he could stand no more, she made him beg for more.

Her scent changed, as did the rhythm of her breath to his ear. Faster and faster she went. Tighter and tighter she clung to him.

“Set me free.” To his own ears, his voice sounded part command and part desperate plea.

“Do the same for me.” Fumbling at his restraints, she helped him push the silk shirt away.

Grasping her bottom, he helped her lift and lower her body against him as he pressed the pad of his thumb to her clit. Gauging her reaction by her eyes, her breath, the scent of her, he worked them both to the peak.

Mary climaxed, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, hanging on to him as he stood, gave one final deep thrust, and surrendered. His body shuddered as he finally found release. The simultaneous climax filled the air around them with a scent of love that consumed them both.

Standing, with her curled around him, he tried to catch his breath, but he couldn’t, not with the maddening scent enveloping them. Panting, he pulled her tight and sat heavily on the bench, with her still clinging to him.

He tilted her face up. “Marry me.” Right from his heart, he asked her for what he wanted most.

She pulled back and looked away. “No, Michael you.”

It took a moment to sink in. “Don’t make a silly joke.” Cupping her face, he caught her gaze. “Not after what we just shared.”

She swallowed hard.

“I want you to marry me, Mary. Be my wife.”

A thousand denials sprang up in her eyes. “And what? Live like a prisoner on your world?”

“We don’t have to live there. We can go anywhere you want. We can do anything. With your amazing mind, my money, Duster’s paranoia, why, we could run the whole of the Fringe, if we were so inclined.” He kissed her quick. “We could take Windmere and Sangfroid, and build them into a collective of independent worlds.”

“You really believe that.” She looked deep into his eyes.

“I know it.”

She leaned a little closer. “We don’t have to be married to do that.”

“I know, but getting married is the first step in building a family.”

Her eyes went wide, and she pulled back. “A family?”

Wanting everything on the table, he nodded. “I never had a family, but I’ve always wanted one. I never knew my mother, just my father, and he wasn’t much of a father.” When tears welled up in his eyes, he wanted to look away but didn’t.

“Did he beat you?” Mary lifted her hand to touch the tear that fell down his cheek.

Unable to speak, he nodded.

She pulled him close, nestling his head against her shoulder. Stroking her hands through his hair, she offered comfort and acceptance.

“My father would punch my arm. If I cried, he would call me a pansy and tell me to toughen up. If I didn’t cry, he’d punch me until I did.”

“You couldn’t win.”

“No.”

Mary wrapped herself tight, embracing him with her whole body.

He clung to her as if she were a mast in a storming sea.

“At fifteen, I realized I was bigger than my father. I told him to stop, but he only laughed and kept hitting me. I damn near beat him to death, then ran away.” When he shuddered, she gripped him tighter but said nothing.

Holding her, he let his tears fall, feeling safe in doing so with her. “I never looked back, but one morning I woke up and realized I was just like him. I hurt innocents and blamed them for their suffering. I was a loathsome slaver.”

She forced him to look into her eyes. “You stopped.”

“But I traded in humans.”

“You stopped.”

He shook his head.

“I love you, Michael.” Holding his face between her hands, she very simply said, “I love all of you. The good, the bad, the past, the future. Don’t you dare let me love a man who doesn’t love himself.”

Her forgiveness washed over him, cleansing and soothing. He closed his eyes on tears, so afraid to believe that anyone could love him.

“Like you, I hate what you did, but I understand, and don’t hate you.” Softly, she kissed his forehead. “Do you hate me?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No?” Forcing him to look at her, she grimaced. “I hurt people too. And I stole. For a factitious cause.”

“But your intentions—”

“Were no better than yours!” she interrupted, shaking his head gently. “It’s not so black and white. Everything has shades of gray.”

He pulled her tight and finally forgave himself for his corrupt past.

“I’ve always wanted a family.” Her voice turned wistful. “A mom and dad, brothers and sisters, all of that. But I don’t think we can have that.”

Crashing, burning, his heart plummeted. “Why?”

“I’m part IWOG. For all we know, my father could be the CEO of the InnerWorld Government. How could you ever trust me?”

“Because I know you, and I love you.” The plaintive tone of his voice must have touched her because a lone tear fell from the corner of her eye. With a press of his lips, he kissed the tear away. “I want you to have my name, Mary.”

“Mary may not even be my real first name.”

“I don’t care. I know my name and if you want my name to be yours—”

“Mary Parker sounds so—unassuming.” She frowned.

“Woe be unto him who underestimates you.” He stroked a strand of purple hair from her flushed cheek.

She flashed him a sudden, sneaky grin.

“What?” He nestled her tight.

“Well, I was thinking. If you’re the Overlord, and I marry you, wouldn’t that make me the Overlady?” She giggled.

“Not a chance.”

“No?”

“Because there’s no way in hell this is ever going to be over, lady.” He gave her firm bottom a pinch.

She squealed, wriggling enough to cause his body to stir.

“Where do you want to go, my lady?”

“Home.”

“Taiga?” he growled, surprised.

“No, Windmere.” She leaned in and teased a lingering smooch out of him. “Let’s see what we can do about that prison of yours.”

He used his wrist com to instruct his pilot to take them home. “Windmere won’t be a prison with you there.”

“Hope not. If it is, I’ll have to break us both out.”

“I have no doubt that you could.”


About the Author

Anitra Lynn McLeod has been writing since she was twelve. Creating unique worlds is her forte, combining unlikely genres such as historical, fantasy, futuristic and erotic into a steampunky—and steamy—brew.

Reading, writing, and white-water rafting are the three things she enjoys the most. You can visit her at www.AnitraMcLeod.com, write to her at alm@AnitraMcLeod.com, or fan her at www.facebook.com/pages/Anitra-Lynn-McLeod



You can also follow her on twitter @AnitraMcLeod



Or if all else fails, you can also snail mail her:

Anitra Lynn McLeod

PO Box 16631

SLC, UT 84116-0631

Send a SASE for a free bookmark.


Look for these titles by Anitra Lynn McLeod

Now Available:



The Fringe

Thief



Onic Empire

Wicked Empress



Coming Soon:



Dark Empress


On the edge of freedom lies a dangerous love.



Thief

© 2010 Anitra Lynn McLeod



The Fringe, Book 1

Nothing has ever come easy for Jace Lawless, captain of the salvage vessel Mutiny. Forced into thievery after a virus unleashed by the InnerWorld Government killed his family, only one ambition burns at the back of his mind. Kill the next IWOG officer he has at his mercy.

Bargaining over goods with a middleman isn’t exactly his strong suit. But who in his right mind spends an entire salvage job’s profits on a woman, even if she has a body built for sin and eyes so fathomless a man could lose himself in them? He must be getting soft.

Once Kraft realizes Jace expects only the “cook” part of their cook-whore contract, she sets out to change his antiquated ideas about women. A challenge she relishes, especially if it earns her the freedom and money to get her own ship. Her big mistake is letting down her guard.

Shameless flirting only intensifies the itch to ride Jace hard and put him away wet—several times. It’s an itch it would be dangerous to scratch. Exposing her heart could reveal her secret, one that the still-grieving Jace must never know…or showing her mercy will be the last thing on his mind.

Warning: Contains a celibate ship captain who can’t abide swearing, a kick-ass woman with a marshmallow heart, a motley crew of misfits, interstellar battles, thwarted groping, sensual seduction, and a total bastard who owns his own planet.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Thief:

Kraft willingly cooked, willingly fought, and claimed she would willingly whore. By her own honor, she offered the full of herself up to him, but Jace sensed that she expected him to restrain himself by his own dictates of honor. Asking her to cook and fight was one thing, but asking her to whore? Well, that was an entirely different matter.

When she saw him approach, Kraft stood at full attention with her face demurely lowered. All at once he felt a foot taller than her when he wasn’t.

He’d ordered her to his bunk as a spur-of-the-moment way to get her to stop defying his authority. He never thought Kraft would actually obey. Now that she had, he wasn’t sure what to do with her. Feeling awkward and shy, he thought the first thing he should do was explain and apologize.

Embarrassment at her having saved him and his crew fueled his need to remind her and himself that he was in charge. As he drew close to her, he longed to reach out and touch her face. On a rush of emotion, he wanted to confess he didn’t always know what to do, or how to proceed, and sometimes acted rashly, fueled more by his heart than his head.

As a captain, Jace wanted to ask for her help and make her his partner in crime. Perversely, he felt he shouldn’t need her help and should make her his partner in bed. As a man, Jace wanted to possess the full of Kraft. He wanted to protect her even though he knew he couldn’t. Worse, he knew he didn’t have to coddle Kraft, which only increased his longing to claim her as his bedwarmer. Beyond that corral of confusion, Jace knew Kraft shouldn’t have to protect him.

Instead of saying anything, he unlocked his bunk with a slap of his hand to the wall com. The metal catch released with a soft snick that vibrated the floor below their feet.

Her braless breasts jiggled against the worn yellow fabric of his secondhand shirt. The enticing movement caught his attention, and he forgot what he intended to say. Instead, he found himself imagining what she would look like topless.

“If you’d like, I could put the harem outfit on.”

His gaze went from her chest to her mouth.

Lifting her lowered face a fraction, Kraft met his gaze, and whispered, “Someone placed the costume in my closet.” She flashed him that slow, lazy and sexy smile.

Jace had no idea who put the outfit in her closet, but he wouldn’t mind seeing her in that getup again. Fluffpink clinging and exposing the full promise of her undeniably strong and sexy body was certainly worth a second look. After seeing her in the revealing outfit, he knew her nipples were large and toffee-dark against her skin. He remembered the snug slit of her innie bellybutton drawing his gaze down to the wide pleasure of her hips. Between her lush thighs, he would find another snug—

“Should I fetch that costume, Captain?”

Her seductive, superior attitude dispelled all his thoughts of apologizing. Kraft didn’t worry one bit about him taking charge, because she assumed she had the upper hand. His blushing and backing off made her think she could say or do anything, and he’d just turn away. Normally he would have, but not this time.

Slipping a finger under her chin, he lifted her face until she met his gaze. Fathomless black eyes held a smirk that he wanted to quash in a sudden rush. For the first time, she didn’t flinch away from his touch. She melted to him as he stroked his finger across her full, sensuous lips. More than anything in the Void, he wanted to kiss her. He wanted to taste every bit of her luscious mouth. Kraft had a body built for sin, but she had a mouth destined for seduction.

Jace lowered his voice as his mouth descended on hers. “Seems like a waste of time for you to put on all those complicated clothes when I’m just going to make you take them off.”

Her eyes widened.

Placing his mouth to her ear, he whispered, “Or did you want to dress up and then strip for me?”

She tensed and swallowed with an audible click.

He pressed closer. “I’ve never had a whore in my bed. If you’re familiar with the concept, maybe you could walk me through it.”

Kraft pulled back and narrowed her gaze. “After ten years of celibacy, I think a walk is all it would take.”

“Is that so?” Refusing to back down, Jace traced his finger along her ear to her neck. “Since it’s been a decade for me, I’m thinking you won’t be able to walk by the time I’m satisfied.”

Her jaw damn near hit the floor.

Jace took a perverse delight in shocking her, and her dismay made him even more determined to make her back down this time. Even if he had to say the most vulgar things in the Void, he would force her retreat.

“I can’t believe you’re surprised.” He stroked her lips with a forceful fingertip. “You can read me so well, right?”

She darted her gaze to the floor. “I told you, I can’t read you like that. I can read—”

Plush lips gave way below the thrust of his silencing finger. When her hungry eyes met his, he said, “Don’t try to distract me. I don’t care what you can read. You don’t have to read me. I’ll tell you what I want.”

Lowering his mouth to her neck, he nipped lightly. “I want you.” After pulling her mocha skin, marking her, he lifted his mouth to her ear. “I want you writhing and panting and sweating below my thrusting body.”

She placed her large hands on his chest, pushed him back and looked him right in the eye. The depths of her black gaze swarmed with heat, smoky and slightly unfocused. “You want me by force?”

He heard the catch in her voice and sensed her desperation. He smiled at her as he answered her question with one of his own. “How can I force you when sex is part of your contract, my lovely cook-whore?”

Kraft withdrew with a startled step back. She pressed against the metal door of his bunk and flattened her palms against the smooth durosteel to steady herself.

Closing in on her, he took a half-step forward and placed his palms on the door, encasing her with his arms. In a tingling rush, a fleeting ripple washed over his body, and he wondered if he could actually feel Kraft trying to read him through the door. He forced himself to contain the rush by focusing his mind and constricting his body to a tense stance.

Kraft stood taller. Confusion and fear darted across her expressive face. He wondered if the darkness in him caused her reaction, or if he’d succeeded in preventing her from reading him. Either way, he sensed his advantage.

Pressing his mouth to her ear, he whispered, “What’s wrong, sugar-britches? I thought you were all for this kind of dance between us, especially after what you said in the cargo bay.”

With her back to his bunk door, she lifted her face and the whole of her body until she met his gaze with level intensity. Since she couldn’t force him to retreat verbally, she now tried to force his retreat with the fierceness of her gaze, and it almost worked.

He fought down the urge to step back by moving closer. She radiated the scents of cooking, but below, he found that enticing hint of her musky perfume. Her scent was rich, intoxicating and alluring. He wanted to find the source of her fragrance and lose himself in it.

“Just give me the order, Captain Lawless, and I’ll ride you until we both collapse.”

One fleeting vision of her proudly riding astride him caused him to blush and turn away. The triumphant look on her face clarified she thought such a command a distinct impossibility.

She seemed pleased that she’d finally forced him to back down. He watched Kraft’s pulse jump below the smooth skin of her neck when he closed in on her and said, “That’s an order I’m not likely to give.”

Her lips parted in surprise. She lowered her face but not her gaze.

“I wouldn’t order you to ride me because I like to be on top.”

He forced her chin up so their lips came close without touching. “Stop giving me that submissive face when you’ve got nothing behind it but arrogance.”

Kraft stood tall. “I thought you preferred submissive women?”

“As a matter of fact I do.” Tracing his finger along the open V of her shirt, he smoothed the fabric against the curve of her breasts and popped open one of the small wooden buttons. “Do you like submissive men?”

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, but it caught in her throat. When he looked down, he discovered her nipples were pressed tight against the soft yellow fabric of his old shirt.

He chuckled and stroked the barest brush of his fingertip over the swell of her nipple. “Obviously not.”


Is love the biggest con of them all?



The Slipstream Con
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A Ylendrian Empire Story

For three years, Kellen Frey has led bounty hunters Tal and Vanya on a merry chase, evading capture with flair and style. Now, just when they finally have their pet project—and object of their mutual fantasies—cornered, the elusive con artist turns the tables and gives himself up. A sudden attack of conscience, perhaps? Tal and Vanya know better.

Their suspicions are confirmed when a crime lord comes dangerously close to killing them all, and the rapidly sickening thief is forced to confess the truth—he’s been accidentally dosed with a highly illegal form of nanotechnology.

If Kellen can’t get his hands on another dose, he’s finished. The problem is, the only thief who’s ever broken in to Slipstream Labs is his ex-girlfriend, and she’s allergic to bounty hunters. As he does his best to play both sides, he struggles with his growing desire to be more than a prisoner to Tal and Vanya. Without trust, they won’t survive long. The clock is ticking as they race to uncover a conspiracy that spans the Ylendrian Empire.

Warning: This book contains an anti-hero with no qualms about redecorating your spaceship, a heroine capable of killing you with her hair stick, and another hero who would like nothing more than to shag them both without the inconvenience of a conscience.



Enjoy the following excerpt for The Slipstream Con:

Kellen Frey woke to the worst headache of his life and the warmth and security that came of knowing that he had been royally screwed by the universe. Both of those things seemed trivial when compared to the unwelcome press of confinement, the thrum of a strange ship around him and the pair of bounty hunters waiting at his bedside.

“If I make a comparison to vultures, which of you is going to hit me first?”

Tal smiled rather grimly. “Since you just blasted the shit out of Van’s notebook, I’m going to guess her.”

“I did what?” He started to push himself up, unwilling to have them both looming over him, and hissed in pain, dropping back onto the bunk with a head-jarring thump. The fingers on his left hand felt like he’d jammed them against an engine core, blistered and painful. He stared blankly for a long second, then looked up accusingly. “I was joking about hitting me. But honestly, this is worse.”

“Oh, that was all you, Frey.” Vanya gestured towards a dead pile of plastic on the floor. “Your hand and my computer. You want to tell us what the hell’s going on?”

“I seem to remember saying that I don’t know.” He tossed a hand over his eyes to block out some of the light. “I didn’t have any revelations while I was unconscious.”

Tal took a step closer, leaning over until his face was inches away from Frey’s. “Don’t be a smart-ass.” Tal enunciated each word with what seemed to be barely contained anger, and Kellen did his best not flinch. “You touched Vanya’s computer and it fucking melted. You can tell us what the hell you’ve gotten yourself into or I’m going to be really tempted to space you, bounty or no bounty.”

The one reply he had to that wasn’t going to make Tal any happier, and it didn’t seem wise to antagonize the man any further at the moment. Kellen settled for using his right arm to lever himself into a sitting position, left hand cradled against his chest, stubbornly silent.

Suddenly there were two of them hanging over him, forcing Kellen to squint against the haloing effect of the overhead lights. Vanya rested fingertips on Tal’s shoulder before gently pulling him back. “Get me a med kit, love. I should look at his hand and do a quick scan. I’m not sure he didn’t have a seizure.”

Tal scowled, reluctance in every line of his body as he stepped away from the bed. “Okay, but he’s still going to answer some questions.”

“Good cop, bad cop.” Kellen laughed, the sound catching painfully in the back of his throat. “And you accused me of being clichéd.”

“Nobody ever believes me as the good cop,” Tal said over his shoulder. “It started to hurt my feelings, so Vanya said we could switch.” He popped the kit open and set it on the ground, ostensibly out of Kellen’s reach. After handing her the scanner, he shoved his hands into his pockets, standing behind her like a sentry. “You’re not getting out of this.”

Kellen watched Vanya unfold his hand, swallowing over nausea as he caught sight of his blistered fingertips. It hurt like hell, but worse than the pain was the sick feeling of fear over having his hand damaged and all that that implied. No work, and worse, no art. It was more than he could deal with at the moment, so he turned his attention to Tal instead. “If you’d like, I could give you some tips on maintaining a pleasant demeanor. We could do some role-playing. Help you develop a more winsome attitude.”

“You do seem to have perfected those talents, what with that trail of besotted victims across at least ten known systems.” Tal rolled his eyes. “It never ceases to amaze me how few of them can seem to manage to hate you. Do you know how annoying it is to interview an infuriated art dealer? There’s screaming, and arm waving, and yet they still seem to work into the conversation how wonderfully charming you are.”

Vanya smothered a giggle, then struggled to straighten her face when her husband gave her a betrayed look. “It’s true.”

“Thank you, Vanya,” Kellen said with equanimity. “If only your husband would learn from your deportment, he wouldn’t need lessons from me.” He bit down on his lip for a second as she worked a burn cream over his fingertips.

“I’ll take your assessment of my manners under advisement,” Tal replied. “In the meantime, I’ve had a lot of success with intimidation and my winning smile.” A flash of the aforementioned smile distracted Kellen, and he quirked his mouth in response. “Now, why did you just hand yourself over to us?”

“Your pretty, pretty eyes.” He yanked his bandaged hand back to his chest and sighed as Vanya began waving a scanner at him with a frown. Tal looked even less pleased.

“Really? Because I think it had more to do with you wanting off that station pretty damn bad and using us to that end. And I think I speak for us both when I say we don’t appreciate being used.”

Kellen started to shrug, and then thought better of it when even that movement made his head throb. “You wanted your bounty. I wanted off Station 43. It seemed like a win-win situation. I’m not sure why you’re complaining.”

“We’re not complaining. We’re suspicious. There’s a difference.” Vanya put a finger under his chin, tipping his head to the side. “We don’t like surprises.”

“Birthdays must be so much fun for you both.”

The Kellen Frey philosophy of life forbade gambling on the unknown, not when success rested on evaluation of all the risks, and then a carefully weighed decision about the chances of achieving the identified goal. The fact that he’d spent almost as long studying Tal and Vanya as they’d spent studying him had made this decision as safe a bet as it could be, but even that knowledge wasn’t doing much to dispel the crushing anxiety at being a prisoner.

“Look, I’m…I’m sick, okay? I’m off my game, and Cassie asked me to deliver something, so I figured it’d be a nice, simple drop and dash. Except you turned up, and there went my ship, and the people I was delivering to decided they didn’t like the goods, so I needed to get out of there, fast. It’s not like I’m looking forward to prison, but I was looking forward to death even less, so here we are.” Mustering up a grin, he flashed it at Tal, as Vanya was busy holding his head still with the palm of her hand. “I figured I’d just escape before you could turn me in, and we’d all be happy. You can keep chasing me, and I can keep doing things that make you grudgingly admire my inimitable skills.” Vanya pushed his head to the side, and he frowned at her. “As I said, it’s win-win.”

“You may be sick, but you’re definitely not suffering any lingering brain trauma,” Vanya reported. “And stop teasing my husband about his little crush on your career.”

“I hardly see how it’s my fault that I inspire romance and lust in your husband.” He quite enjoyed the way Tal’s face pinked up to the very tips of his ears, mouth open in indignation before Kellen cut him off. “Besides, it’s just the thrill of the chase. Now that I’m actually here, I’m sure the infatuation will fade.”

“I’m not infatuated with you!”

Vanya’s tight grip on his chin made Kellen yelp. “Enough. So we’ve established why you’re here. What we haven’t got an answer to is how you managed to melt my notebook.” Her hand went from his face to his clenched fingers, prying them open. “And something else odd. The scanner says that these burns are from the inside. How in all that’s holy did you manage that?”

“Are you sure?” He stared at his hand as if he could see through the bandages. What exactly had Cassie given him? “Maybe I’m just that hot.”


Overlord



The Fringe: Book Two



Anitra Lynn McLeod







His planet is his prison…and only she can set him free.



The Fringe, Book 2

After a year, Michael “Overlord” Parker finally knows who’s been pilfering his black market goods. Astonishingly, the elusive Bandit of Taiga isn’t a man. It’s a woman, an infuriating spitfire who’s half in love with Michael’s overly romanticized reputation. 

Remarkably Average Mary exudes an intoxicating scent that Michael can’t quite puzzle out, even with his unique ability. As long as she remains bound and blindfolded, he has the advantage—and the bonus of tormenting the bane of his existence.

Mary’s deceptively innocent face has never failed her. Yet somehow she’s at the mercy of a man she knows only as “Commander”. His demands are simple. Surrender her methods of banditry, or surrender her body. As his essence invades her intuitive ability—and her remaining senses—she becomes increasingly frantic to escape before she yields all that and more to her compelling captor. 

Their sensual sparring ignites, and Michael finds himself wanting to erase Overlord’s myth from her fantasies in favor of the real man. But first he has to foil the slippery little devil’s escape attempts. And find out who’s been using her to unknowingly help the empire wipe him off the face of his own planet. 



Warning: This futuristic medieval contains a planet-owning alpha hero, a feisty heroine who can swear in over thirty languages, a side-kick with a crackleseed addiction, witty repartee, epic space battles, sensual karate, and tight black leather pants. 


eBooks are not transferable.

They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.



This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.



Samhain Publishing, Ltd.

577 Mulberry Street, Suite 1520

Macon GA 31201



Overlord

Copyright © 2011 by Anitra Lynn McLeod

ISBN: 978-1-60928-350-6

Edited by Linda Ingmanson

Cover by Kanaxa



All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.



First Samhain Publishing, Ltd. electronic publication: May 2011

www.samhainpublishing.com


[image: samhain]

OEBPS/images/cover.png





OEBPS/toc.html

Table of Contents


Dedication



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fourteen



Chapter Fifteen



Chapter Sixteen



Chapter Seventeen



Chapter Eighteen



Chapter Nineteen



Chapter Twenty



Chapter Twenty-One



Chapter Twenty-Two



Chapter Twenty-Three



Chapter Twenty-Four



Chapter Twenty-Five



Chapter Twenty-Six



Chapter Twenty-Seven



Chapter Twenty-Eight



Chapter Twenty-Nine



Chapter Thirty



Chapter Thirty-One



Chapter Thirty-Two



Chapter Thirty-Three



Chapter Thirty-Four



Chapter Thirty-Five



About the Author



Look for these titles by Anitra Lynn McLeod



Also Available from Samhain Publishing, Ltd.



Copyright Notice





OEBPS/images/samhain.png
uuuuuuuuuu





